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ABSTRACT 
With reform efforts heavily focused on improving educational opportunities for students 
in the United States over the last decade, schools have been called to task to revamp their teacher 
and principal evaluation processes. The related empirical published research focuses on the 
evaluation of teachers, and there exists a very limited research base devoted to the evaluation of 
principals. We know that effective teachers and sound leadership have an effect on student 
achievement. Much of the research on this topic is related to improving teaching practice in the 
classroom and shifting from the managerial roles of a principal to being an instructional leader. 
This qualitative case study investigated how principals and their evaluators in two Illinois school 
districts made sense of and constructed new meaning around policy for principal evaluation as 
outlined in the Performance Evaluation Reform Act, PERA. This study further examined how 
these individual perceptions and district resources or structures effect the effort to implement a 
new performance-based evaluation system of principals including professional practice, 
performance indicators/measures of student growth, and self-assessment. Participants in this 
study were principals and the principal evaluators from two large, urban-fringe school districts. 
Policy implementation and sensemaking were the theoretical frameworks used to examine the 
understanding, structures, and practices involved in the implementation of the new evaluation 
process. Data sources were demographic survey information, semi-structured interviews of 
principals and their evaluators, and document review. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 
On February 17, 2009, President Obama signed into law the American Recovery and 
Reinvestment Act of 2009 (ARRA). This legislation was designed to stimulate the economy and 
job market and also to invest in critical areas such as education (Race to the Top, Executive 
Summary, 2009). In his Race to the Top (RTTT) speech at Wright Middle School in Madison, 
Wisconsin, President Obama said, “It's time to just stop talking about education reform and start 
actually doing it. It's time to make education America's national mission” (Zibel, 2009). The 
ARRA provided $4.35 billion to the RTTT Fund. This competitive grant program was designed 
to encourage and reward states to advance reform efforts in standards adoption; building data 
systems including student growth; recruiting, retaining, and evaluating quality teachers and 
principals; and turning around the lowest performing schools in our nation.  
As states were called to advance education reform by our nation’s leader, Illinois 
Governor Pat Quinn signed the Performance Evaluation Reform Act (PERA) in 2010 which 
required Illinois school districts to redesign their current evaluation systems for teachers and 
principals to include professional practice and incorporate measures of student growth (Illinois 
State Board of Education, 2013). PERA also requires that all teacher and principal evaluators 
complete evaluation training and become prequalified to evaluate. Although PERA was 
considered to be a state educational reform rather than a federally imposed reform, states have 
expedited and advanced their reform efforts to become eligible for federal dollars available from 
the RTTT competitive grant. Some states, including Tennessee in 2011 and Indiana in 2012, 
dove right in and revamped their evaluation systems, while others like Illinois took a gradual or 
slower approach to implementation (Indiana State Board of Education, 2013; Tennessee State 
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Board of Education, 2013). The majority of school districts in Illinois were assigned an 
implementation date set for performance evaluations of teachers in 2015/2016, yet the principal 
evaluation system was swiftly implemented in 2012, a mere 2 years after the passage of PERA. 
Illinois focused on principal evaluation being less about the principal and more about developing 
effective leadership practices and raising student achievement.  
Several years later, the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) was signed by President 
Obama on December 10, 2015. This bipartisan measure reauthorized the 50-year-old Elementary 
and Secondary Education Act (ESEA; 1965), the nation’s education law and longstanding 
commitment to equal opportunity for all students. The nonregulatory guidance in the ESSA’s 
Title II, Part A states,  
High-quality teaching and learning requires a diverse cohort of educators, including 
teachers, principals, and other school leaders, to be prepared and supported to meet the 
many challenging demands that they and their students face, particularly underserved 
students and students of color. The continuum of the educator profession and associated 
opportunities to support educators, from recruitment through career advancement, may be 
viewed broadly as five interrelated steps that build upon one another. There are many 
opportunities to use Title II, Part A funds to develop new ways to support educators at 
various points in this continuum, as well as augment and strengthen existing efforts to 
improve individual parts and the overall system of supports. (p. 4) 
This new law was intended to build on key areas of progress that had occurred in recent 
years and ongoing efforts to improve educational opportunities for all students in Illinois, 
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including developing strong leaders, crafting meaningful evaluation systems, and developing 
quality supports for evaluators of teachers and principals.  
Statement and Significance of the Problem 
“Quality teaching is central to student learning and school leadership is frequently 
described as a key element of a high-quality school” (Piro, Wiemers, & Shutt, 2011, p. 2). What 
constitutes quality teaching and effective leadership in schools, and how are they evaluated?  
Robinson, Lloyd, & Rowe (2008) found a link between leadership and student achievement with 
those leaders who were focused on instructional approaches and pedagogical work. Historically, 
teacher and principal evaluation has been largely seen as a perfunctory duty instead of as a true 
learning opportunity and chance for growth (Stufflebeam, 1993). As we reflect on how our 
students are performing in schools across the nation, we must also reflect on the process of 
evaluating school personnel, purpose, and effectiveness.  
With federal and state legislative reform policies aimed at raising student achievement, 
quality of schooling, and the development of teachers and instructional leaders, schools have 
been the spotlight with media, parents, and educational reformers. More than ever, there is a 
need to focus our attention on improving educational opportunities for our children. According to 
the U.S. Department of Education (2013), 5% of schools serving 2.5 million students in our 
nation are chronically failing. In the last few years, the number of failing schools has doubled. 
Research on student achievement clearly indicates that quality teachers and strong instructional 
leaders significantly play a large role in raising student achievement (Leithwood, Patten, & 
Jantzi, 2010; Robinson et al., 2008; Wayne & Youngs, 2003). We know that principals play a 
vital role in setting the direction for successful schools, but there is little empirical data and 
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research supporting how principals develop these effective leadership skills in order to promote 
learning (S. Davis, Darling-Hammond, LaPointe, & Meyerson, 2005; Hattie, 2009; Leithwood & 
Jantzi, 2005). 
The evaluation process of teachers and principals has done very little in the last 30 years 
to assist in providing quality feedback on instructional and leadership practice and improving 
instruction for students. Since the congressional authorization of RTTT and the state-legislated 
PERA, Illinois has created a model teacher and principal evaluation system aimed at providing 
quality teachers and sound instructional leaders in our schools. With limited research in the area 
of principal evaluation and given that policy implementation should focus on the implementing 
agents’ understanding of policy, will this be the so-called magic bullet that legislators and 
reformers claim it will be?   
The significance of this study rests in the fact that a top-down policy implementation 
influences an evaluator’s current practice of evaluation with a limited research base and virtually 
no support from policymakers. With the call for improved student achievement, a principal’s job 
security may rest upon his/her ability to sustain acceptable levels of student achievement using a 
policy-driven process that is supported by insufficient research. Research related to principal 
evaluation has been limited to the evaluation tools and the process with inadequate research on 
the practice of implementing mandated policy reform. Though there is research correlating 
effective teaching and strong leadership to student achievement, there is sparse research on the 
effects of principal evaluation on raising student achievement (Hattie, 2009; Leithwood, 
Seashore-Louis, Anderson, & Wahlstrom, 2004). For superintendents, the new evaluation policy 
magnifies the importance of his/her proficiency in evaluation procedures to accurately, 
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effectively, and fairly assess the level of a principal’s performance. This study aims to stimulate 
research to further develop our knowledge in the area of evaluation of principals and the effect 
on principal practice. In addition, the results of this study can guide school districts in their 
understanding of evaluation policy, implementation, and support for which internal structures 
and resources can assist in maintaining a process that leads to improved leadership and 
achievement.  
Until recently, minimal attention has been given to the evaluation of principals. Most of 
the research and professional training has been focused on teacher evaluation. Recent state 
mandates called upon educational systems to revamp the principal evaluation process. This focus 
on policy reform occurred when schools were in the spotlight and under scrutiny for 
underperforming on state assessments. The focus has been on developing leadership skills in our 
principals for the purpose of raising student achievement in schools. This research study is of 
utmost importance to me, as a practicing assistant superintendent and future superintendent. As a 
current assistant superintendent, I have evaluated four assistant principals by using the new 
principal evaluation process. Furthermore, as a former principal for 6 years, I was involved in a 
performance evaluation only once and was provided very limited feedback and guidance during 
those years. Often, a researcher’s training and experiences influence his/her choice of approach 
and research topic (Creswell, 2009). “Meaningful principal evaluation is the exception rather 
than the rule. We must reverse this pattern for two simple reasons: because quality principals 
matter, and because principal evaluation matters” (Stronge, 2013, p. 3). Stronge went on to argue 
that we should learn from international top-performing education systems that invest in human 
capital to ensure their teachers and principals are as effective as can be. Quality teachers and 
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principals who work to effectively raise student achievement are a must in a so-called failing 
educational system. Investing in human capital in our schools means implementing a rigorous 
and valued evaluation process that provides feedback and supports to the people who teach and 
lead our nation’s children.  
Purpose of This Study 
The purpose of this qualitative case study is to understand how principals and principal 
evaluators make sense of and construct meaning about new criteria and processes and implement 
said policies for principal evaluation as outlined in PERA. In turn, this study further examined 
two Illinois school districts and how these individual perceptions and district resources or 
structures impact the effort to implement a new performance-based evaluation system of 
principals including professional practice, performance indicators/measures of student growth, 
and self-assessment. Evaluation of principals must shift from an obligatory duty to a meaningful 
process that focuses on improvement of learning opportunities. If lawmakers attempt to reform 
education without focusing on quality leadership and improving the feedback and assistance we 
offer our principals, the reform is likely to fail. According to Pont, Nusche, and Moorman 
(2008),  
As the key intermediary between the classroom, the individual school, and the education 
system as a whole, effective school leadership is essential to improve the efficiency and 
equity of schooling. Within each individual school, leadership can contribute to improved 
student learning by shaping the conditions and climate in which teaching and learning 
occur. (p. 16) 
 7 
 
  The data that emerge from a qualitative study are descript and are reported in words 
rather than in numbers in order to paint a vivid picture (Fraenkel & Wallen, 1993; Merriam, 
1988). Sound research questions are essential in leading a researcher during a study. A clear 
research question, or set of interrelated questions, forms the foundation of solid research. The 
research questions that guided this study are 
1. How do principals and their evaluators make sense of and construct meaning 
about the new process used in evaluating principals incorporating professional 
practice, student-growth measures, and self-assessment? 
2. How do principals’ and their evaluators’ perceptions influence implementation 
and shape leadership practice? 
This study aimed to help educators understand these perceptions and gain knowledge of 
resources and internal structures that support the implementation of the new evaluation policy in 
hopes of strengthening the implementation efforts in school districts across the state. As part of 
the examination, Meredith Honig’s (2006) policy-implementation theory and Karl Weick’s 
(1995) extensive work on sensemaking theory were used as the lenses to analyze how principals 
and their evaluators implement, understand, and make sense of the new evaluation policy. “Since 
the 1990s, implementation researchers have increasingly come to see the problem of educational 
policy implementation as one of learning,” according to Coburn and Stein (2006, p. 25). The 
researchers pointed out that implementation of policy often requires the implementers to learn 
new ways to conduct their work. Scholars state that implementers often view new policy through 
the lens of their preexisting knowledge, beliefs, and experiences, so they gravitate toward 
approaches that are similar to prior practice (Colburn & Stein; Spillane, 2000). When people try 
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to make sense of new policy, they construct this meaning by employing their prior knowledge or 
they often construct shared meaning with people around them. “Meaning is embedded in 
peoples’ experiences” (Merriam, 2001, p. 6). 
Overview of This Study 
This dissertation consists of six chapters, with Chapter 1 identifying the problem, 
purpose, and significance and providing a brief overview of the literature relevant to this study. 
The focus is on policy implementation of the principal evaluation as a result of RTTT grants and 
the Illinois PERA (Performance Evaluation Reform Act, 2010). The first chapter provides a 
general overview of this research and the research questions that guided me through the process. 
This chapter includes how principals and their evaluators make sense of policy and how this 
impacts the implementation process through the lens of policy-implementation theory (M. 
Honig, 2003; M. I. Honig, 2004). It also looks at district supports that were put in place during 
and after the implementation of the new process for evaluating principals. The structures and 
supports found in this case study were fully examined with a focus on how they shape principal 
and evaluator practice.  
Overview of the Literature  
 In Chapter 2, the literature review provides a comprehensive review of all research 
related to principal evaluation, though the research is limited. I begin by defining evaluation and 
establishing a clear purpose for evaluation of principal leaders. To build background for the 
reader, the review provides an overview of literature related to district-level leaders and their role 
in the evaluation process, the evolving role of principals, and effective leadership practice. It is 
also imperative to have a general understanding of early reform efforts in improving educational 
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opportunities for students and how these early reforms relate to current-day efforts such as RTTT 
and PERA (Performance Evaluation Reform Act, 2010). The review provides a synthesis of the 
research related to principal evaluation and the limitations of the research. Then, key reform 
states are highlighted with progress they have made in advancing and developing the evaluation 
process for principals. Last, the review of literature includes a detailed overview of policy 
implementation theory and sensemaking and how they relate to this study.  
Within this review of the limited research related to principal evaluation, I attempted to 
add to the literature on current policy implementation and provided a model for districts to use to 
make sense of and implement the principal evaluation process including professional practice, 
student growth, and self-assessment. This case study is a guide for other districts about providing 
supports and internal structures to develop meaningful evaluation practices for the leaders of our 
schools.  
Overview of the Methods 
In Chapter 3, the design of this study is presented, and the methodology used to collect, 
record, and analyze data is thoroughly explained. The interview questions and protocols for 
interviews, coding, and data collection are included in this chapter. “Qualitative researchers often 
collect data in the field at the site where participants experience the issues or problem under 
study” (Creswell & Creswell, 2013, p. 35). Most often this is done to gather up-close and 
personal information within the context of the situation. This is a qualitative case study about 
two Illinois school districts. The sites were selected by purposeful sampling. This case study 
included site visits and semi-structured interviews with principals, superintendents, and principal 
evaluators. In addition, a document review of principal evaluations was completed for the 
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principals involved in this study. Strategic plan and school-improvement-plan documents were 
reviewed from the schools involved in this study. “Typically, case study researchers examine 
current, real-life cases that are in progress so that they can gather accurate information not lost 
by time” (Creswell & Creswell, 2013, p. 97).  
Overview of the Findings 
Chapters 4 and 5 present the findings from the qualitative research study interviews of 
principals and their evaluators. Two case studies are analyzed individually and reported in these 
chapters, then the cases are compared to one another, and general themes are identified. Miles 
and Huberman (1994) stressed the importance of creating a data display and suggested that 
narratives be used to add that descript natural approach to this study. They went on to describe 
this as the thick, rich description that is the vehicle for communicating a holistic picture of the 
experience. In addition, document analysis of all evaluation forms for both school districts and 
any internal supports or resources are included in Chapters 4 and 5. In the sixth and final chapter, 
I report my cross-comparative analysis of both school districts and present recommendations for 
principals and their evaluators on the implementation of the new evaluation process. The themes 
that emerged in the cross-comparison are also reported in Chapter 6. Implications and 
recommendations are presented at the end of Chapter 6.  
Assumptions, Limitations, & Delimitations 
When evaluating the two case study sites, I assumed that these examples were 
representative of the population in other urban-fringe school districts in Illinois. Leedy and 
Ormrod (2010) posited, “Assumptions are so basic that without them, the research problem itself 
could not exist” (p. 62). I also assumed that participants answered honestly because their 
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anonymity and confidentiality have been preserved and the participants were given the right to 
withdraw from this study at any time and without ramifications.  
Because this case study focused on Illinois schools and the requirements of PERA 
(Performance Evaluation Reform Act, 2010), its analysis will be useful to Illinois school districts 
implementing a PERA-compliant principal evaluation system. This comparative case study is 
limited to a small sample of two school districts and four schools in the urban fringe of Chicago. 
In addition, I held a previous position as a building principal and currently serve as a principal 
evaluator. I have recognized that consciously or subconsciously my perceptions and feelings about 
the principal evaluation process may influence the data collection and analysis of the findings.  
A delimitation of this study was the criterion that participants enrolled in this study must 
have worked at least 1 year in the district so they could offer insight about the evaluation process. 
Those with 1 year of experience may have had less insight to offer than someone who had been 
through several evaluation cycles in the district. A second delimitation was that Illinois was the 
geographic region covered by this study, so readers can draw conclusions about Illinois principal 
evaluation which may not be generalized to areas outside of Illinois. The results of this study may 
only be generalizable to educators who are (a) evaluated as principals in Illinois or (b) evaluators of 
principals in Illinois.  
Key Terms 
The following definitions are provided to assist the reader in gaining a deep 
understanding of key terms used throughout this dissertation and to avoid reader 
misunderstanding of key technical words that are critical to understanding this study.  
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Evaluation Evaluation is the structured process of appraising the performance and judgment of, 
or value of, an employee. It includes the collection and analysis of data to determine employee 
effectiveness.  
Every Student Succeeds Act The ESSA is a reauthorization of the 1965 Elementary and 
Secondary Education Act, which established the federal government's expanded role in public 
education. The ESSA, signed in 2015, rolls back much of the federal government's big footprint 
in education policy and gives states leeway to develop their own accountability systems.  
Illinois Performance Standards for School Leaders The IPSSL are the set of standards that 
were adopted and then revised in 2008 for school leaders. These educational leadership policy 
standards serve as the foundation for anchoring and aligning the profession regarding principal 
preparation, training, and evaluation of school leaders. 
Performance Evaluation Advisory Council, PEAC This special advisory group was charged 
with providing input from educators to the Illinois State Board of Education and monitoring 
PERA development and implementation. 
Performance Evaluation Reform Act PERA was passed by the Illinois General Assembly and 
signed by the Governor in January 2010. In summary, PERA requires that performance 
evaluations of the teachers, principals, and assistant principals of a school district must include  
data and indicators of student growth as a “significant factor” and a professional practice 
measure. Additionally, teachers in contractual continued service and probationary teachers, 
principals, and assistant principals must be evaluated using a four-level rating system (Excellent, 
Proficient, Needs Improvement, and Unsatisfactory). The last requirement is that all evaluators 
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must first complete a prequalification program provided or approved by the Illinois State Board 
of Education. 
Principal The school principal is the leader and educator who has executive authority over a 
school and is responsible for the daily operations. For the purpose of this case study, the 
principal is the person being evaluated.  
Principal Evaluator For the purpose of this study, the principal evaluator is the superintendent 
or assistant superintendent who is responsible for the evaluation of the principal. The principal 
evaluator acts in a supervisory role over the principal. 
Race to the Top This $4.35 billion RTTT competitive grant program is designed to encourage 
and reward states to advance reform efforts in standards adoption; building data systems 
including student growth; recruiting, retaining, and evaluating quality teachers and principals; 
and turning around the lowest performing schools in our nation.  
School-Improvement Plan A school-improvement plan includes strategies for improving 
student performance and the culture of a school. The plan includes how and when improvements 
will be implemented using SMART goals.  
Self-Assessment Self-assessment is personal reflection about one’s own professional practice to 
identify strengths and areas for concern or improvement. 
Strategic Plan A strategic plan is a document used to communicate within an organization about 
the organization’s goals, the actions needed to achieve those goals, and all of the other critical 
elements developed during a planning exercise. 
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Urban Fringe Urban fringe is a term used in the metro-centric locale codes which refers to the 
surrounding area of a large city. Suburban school districts outside the boundaries of a large city 
are considered urban fringe.  
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW 
Chapter 2 examines the empirical research in the literature which is relevant to the 
research questions that guided this study. This literature review focuses on the history, roles, 
purpose, policy, federal/state reform, and leadership related to principal evaluation. This review 
of relevant research clearly indicates a need for future research in the field of principal 
evaluation. Because both teacher and principal evaluation have become essentials in schools 
across the nation, more attention should be focused on empirical data than on what comprises 
effective practice. With more than 90,000 elementary and secondary principals in the nation who 
have great influence over the teachers and students in their schools, it is of great importance that 
we have a system of evaluating administrators to ensure effectiveness in the school setting 
(National Center for Education Statistics, 2016).  
Overview  
With federal and state legislative reform policies aimed at raising student achievement, 
the quality of schooling, and the development of teachers and instructional leaders, schools have 
been in the spotlight with the media, parents, and educational reformers. More than ever, there is 
a need to focus our attention on improving educational opportunities for children in our schools. 
Research on student achievement clearly indicates that quality teachers and strong instructional 
leaders significantly play a large role in raising student achievement (Leithwood & Jantzi, 2005).  
The evaluation process for teachers and principals has done very little in the last 30 years 
to assist in providing quality feedback on instruction, leadership practices, and improving 
learning for students (Condon & Clifford, 2010). Since the congressional authorization of RTTT 
and the state legislation PERA (Performance Evaluation Reform Act, 2010), Illinois has created 
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a model teacher and principal evaluation system aimed at providing quality teachers and sound 
instructional leaders in our schools. With only limited research in the literature in the area of 
principal evaluation and given the fact that policy implementation should focus on the 
implementing agents’ understanding of policy, many speculate that these changes may not be the 
magic bullet that legislators and reformers claim it will be (Spillane, Halverson, & Diamond, 
2004).  
As reform efforts have addressed the need for an increase in student achievement over the 
last 2 decades, we hear a public call for system-wide accountability and high-stakes 
consequences for failure to meet these demands. Though there has been increased attention on 
school systems, leadership, and teacher preparation, little research has been devoted to principal 
evaluation and its impact on education. Research has asserted that principal evaluations are 
"generally inconsistent, unaligned with standards for good practice, not relevant to principals' 
main goals and responsibilities, and generally not valid or rigorous" (Zubrzycki, 2012, p.1). 
Many evaluation systems in use until recent years were developed in the ’70s and reflect 
what was believed to be essential in leadership, which at that time was managerial skills 
(Danielson & McGreal, 2000). Education is based on the implementation of best practice 
instructional strategies and pedagogical shifts driven by current research. School leaders 
determine school success, yet relative to the effects a teacher has on student learning, principals 
typically have a less significant direct correlation to student achievement. However, school 
administrators have a considerable indirect impact on student learning by hiring, retaining, and 
developing teachers through staff development activities (Fuller, Young, & Baker, 2011; 
Hallinger & Heck, 1998; Leithwood & Jantzi, 2005). Hallinger and Heck (1998) synthesized 43 
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studies that were completed between 1980 and 1995 and found that there is little evidence of 
direct effect on student achievement but measureable indirect effect on it. We must develop a 
meaningful and effective evaluation process involving principals and district office evaluators 
that works toward developing our building leaders into effective instructional coaches for 
classroom teachers.  
As the public demands for more effective schools and instructional practice continue to 
increase, educators must pay more attention to the crucial role of school leaders. The task of 
developing principals into effective instructional leaders is needed for the overall success of an 
institution, and evaluation plays a critical role in developing strong and effective leaders.  
Evaluation and its Purpose 
During the last decade, there has been increased attention on the evaluation processes of 
educators as reform efforts have brought to the forefront a system of ineffective practices that 
leaves educators feeling their evaluations are quite meaningless. Various definitions of 
evaluation have been cited in the literature dating back to the 1940s. The research that has 
emerged ranges from the very simple to more complex, yet those who are a part of the evaluation 
process still feel that the process is ineffective in providing feedback on increasing leadership 
qualities. One of the earliest definitions of evaluation was developed by Ralph Tyler in 1942. He 
defined evaluation as the process of determining the degree of congruence between performance 
and objectives (Nowakowski, 1983). Boulmetis and Dutwin (2000) defined evaluation as a 
systemic process of collecting and analyzing data to determine whether something was effective 
relative to its purpose. Stronge stated that personnel evaluation systems should measure 
individuals’ abilities to perform effectively in their assigned role (1991).  
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Evaluation generally has two purposes: formative and summative (Condon & Clifford, 
2010). An evaluation used for formative purpose informs an employee of his/her performance 
and also helps to create a plan of action for improvement. A summative evaluation is informative 
and shows competence or lack thereof. There is no chance for remediation, and the results help 
to inform all future actions. Both formative and summative evaluations have a place in the 
process of evaluating educators in our schools. S. H. Davis and Hensley (1999, p. 389) stated 
that “A combination of formative and summative evaluation procedures is critical to the 
development of successful principals.” Rarely have principals experienced both formative and 
summative evaluation practices in the past. The new system of evaluation developed in many 
states includes both formative and summative evaluation (Sanders & Kearney, 2011). 
History of Evaluation 
Evaluation dates back to the earliest man, assessing his methods and effectiveness in 
gathering water or hunting for food. Formal evaluation of employees for the purpose of 
improving productivity began in the early 1900s when Frederick Taylor (1911) described how 
the application of the scientific method to management could improve productivity in 
manufacturing (Nowakowski, 1983). Scientific management led to performance appraisals of 
workers in early 1900.  
Since 1917, superintendents in many states have conducted formal evaluations of school 
principals (Ginsberg & Berry, 1989). The earliest principal evaluations were simple checklists of 
skills with no empirical research about which skills were truly important. In 1917, the American 
School Board Journal included a rating scale used by a superintendent in the state of Washington 
that rated principals on 36 items using a 10-point scale (Ginsberg & Berry, 1989). Then in 1975, 
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the Joint Committee on Standards for Educational Evaluation (JCSEE) was formed because of 
the growing concern for the quality of evaluation. In 1981, the JCSEE published standards for 
evaluation of educational programs, projects, and materials, and in 1988, it published the 
personnel evaluation standards.  
The release of A Nation at Risk in the ’80s spurred great debate over the state of our 
schools and brought focus on teachers and principals (National Commission on Excellence in 
Education, 1983). At that time, principals were inconsistently evaluated within districts using 
various methods. As reform efforts in education were pushed to the forefront, teachers and 
principals were placed under a magnifying lens, and focus was placed on improving the quality 
of all educators. Prior to the release of A Nation at Risk, evaluation research centered on the 
evaluation tools. After 1980, the research shifted from a focus on evaluation tools to a focus on 
the raters and the evaluative decisions they made about employee performance (Arvey & 
Murphy, 1998). 
District-Level Leaders – Superintendents Developing Principals 
School superintendents have a wide influence, yet the role is narrowly defined by the 
general public. Today, research on the superintendency is still sparse and lacks depth. In recent 
years, interest in the shifting role of the superintendent has led us to a new research base that is 
still being developed. Since the first state superintendent was appointed in New York in 1812, 
the role of the superintendent has made a dramatic shift from being managerial in nature to what 
is referred to as instructional and visionary leadership (Brown, 2005).  
The main goal of education is to prepare children for a successful future in a global 
marketplace. Superintendents in modern-day society are charged with the role of developing 
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building leaders and improving student achievement (Cambron-McCage, Cunningham, James, & 
Koff, 2005). This is accomplished by establishing a shared mission and vision that include goals 
and activities that encompass regular staff development opportunities and consistent review of 
student data (Knapp, Copland, & Talbert, 2003). Today’s contemporary superintendent spends 
time in classrooms and schools with students, teachers, and principals, and also knows and 
supports the major initiatives of each building. One very critical role of a district-level leader is 
to evaluate principals for the purpose of increasing the leadership skills of the building-level 
leaders.  
Role of the Principal 
The passing of Massachusetts state law providing free transportation to all school 
children in 1869 led the way to school consolidation in that state and across the nation (Bard, 
Gardener, &Wieland, 2006). Smaller school districts merged at that time to provide 
transportation to students to and from school. In 1932, after years of consolidation, there were 
still over 127,000 school districts in the United States (Howley, Johnson, & Petrie, 2011). After 
1938, the number of school districts decreased by 100,000 or 90% (Nitta, Holley, & Wrobel, 
2010). That number continued to drop rapidly through the early 1970s, when it fell below 
20,000. Prior to school consolidation, principals, or headmasters, also had the role of educating 
students as a teacher. As school districts began to consolidate and more students were in 
attendance, the number of teachers within schools rose as well. A principal’s role, at that point, 
shifted to a managerial role, and principals were charged with the task of hiring teachers and 
overseeing their development in the classroom (Brown, 2005).   
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During the 1970s and ’80s, the role of the principal changed as research emerged on 
schooling as a part of the effective schooling movement (DiPaola &Walther-Thomas, 2002; 
Hallinger, 2005). Prior to the ’70s, the role of the principal was of a manager and disciplinarian. 
With the release of A Nation at Risk in the ’80s, the public’s confidence in education diminished. 
Scrutiny was placed on educators across the nation, and the media often highlighted the 
shortcomings of the profession. The ever-changing role of a building administrator has created 
an extremely complex role today in which previous methods of evaluation and feedback are no 
longer adequate (Heck & Marcoulides, 1996; Moore, 2009).  
As the role of the principal changed, the term instructional leadership was used to 
describe the responsibility and also defined what the leader of a school is (Horng & Loeb, 2010). 
Most evaluators agree that the more time spent on instructional leadership tasks and less time 
spent on managerial tasks will yield a stronger effect on raising student achievement (DiPaola & 
Walther-Thomas, 2002; Moore, 2009). Catano and Stronge (2007) pointed out that the demands 
placed on building administrators vary based on who is placing the demands. State departments 
of education place a high priority on improved instructional leadership and academic 
achievement of students.  
The assumption that a leader who spends time in classrooms with teachers and students 
will improve student achievement may not always be true (Moore, 2009). Hallinger and Heck’s 
(1998) meta-analysis of over 40 research studies overwhelmingly found that the effect principals 
have on student achievement is indirect but statistically significant and educationally meaningful. 
Because there is a correlation between principal effectiveness and student achievement, greater 
demands have been placed on district-level leaders to hire effective building leadership and assist 
 22 
 
leaders in improving through the evaluation process. An increased focus on principal evaluation 
is needed because a principal’s work has a measurable effect on student achievement and 
learning (Clifford & Ross, 2011).  
The Principal as an Effective Instructional Leader 
Principals play a vital role in setting direction of schools and creating a positive and 
productive environment in which staff and students can achieve success (S. Davis et al., 2005). 
Today, principals are educational visionaries, instructional and curricular leaders, assessment 
experts, change agents, staff-development leaders, disciplinarians, community builders, public 
relations experts, budget analysts, facility managers, special-program administrators, managers 
of conflict, and master communicators (S. Davis et al., 2005).  
Leadership has also been considered as important to the effective functioning of a school. 
Some researchers and theorists argue that research on school leadership has little effect on 
student achievement. A meta-analysis of 35 years of research completed by Marzano, Waters, 
and McNulty (2005) indicates that school leadership has a substantial effect on student 
achievement. Principal leadership does have discernible effects on student achievement. In fact, 
Marzano et al. identified a substantial relationship between leadership and student achievement 
to the extent that improvement of a principal's leadership abilities by one standard deviation 
above the norm translates into a mean student achievement gain of 10 percentile points. 
 Great principals lead great teachers. They set the tone for school culture and enable 
teachers to do what teachers do best. As a school leader, they have endless opportunities to create 
positive change. Because principals oversee and lead a school’s staff, districts are seeking highly 
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qualified and effective leaders. After being hired, principals must be supported and provided 
feedback on the work they are doing.  
Mounting demands are being placed on school principals, and the role of the principal is 
ever-evolving due to changing demographics, conflicting societal values, and shifting 
expectations (Brown, 2005). Inspirational leaders who are effective in their roles are the core of 
exceptional schools. It is imperative to develop educational leaders early in their career, and it is 
not enough to simply hire talented principals. Principals possess an “ever expanding range of 
skills and knowledge” They take responsibility for practically everything in the school (Brown, 
2005). Brown (2005) spoke of principals as superprincipals because of their evolving roles that 
change daily. Development of principals as educational leaders is a function that school 
superintendents encounter and should place great importance on when assuming their evaluation 
role.  
Early School Reform Efforts 
After the Cold War, launch of Sputnik, and social/political turbulence of the ’60s, the role 
of a principal was to focus on academic excellence in math and science. A principal’s main focus 
until that time was management and organization (Brown, 2005; Monk & Littelton, 2006). 
During the late ’60s, the role of the principal shifted to that of a bureaucrat and accountable 
leader. Public confidence in educational leaders declined in the ’70s, and accountability in 
education surfaced. The principal was asked to be a community leader, visionary, facilitator of 
positive relationships, and manager of federally funded programs.  
In the ’80s, A Nation at Risk was published, and school reform saturated the news and 
discussion across the country (Monk & Littelton, 2006). As a result, many task forces were 
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formed to develop a plan for school improvement. Between 1983 and 1985, governors and state 
legislators created more than 300 special state task forces and commissions to reform education 
through new standards and procedures from the top down (Timpane & McNeill, 1991).  
Early in the ’90s, school reform was transformed into school restructuring. Pressure on 
principals to tighten educational standards and act as change agents arose at that time. The 
educational reform movement focused on the role of educational leadership, school 
improvement, and preparation of educational leaders (Brown, 2005). In the mid-’80s, licensure 
requirements changed and additional time was spent on improving principal credentials. During 
the ’80s and ’90s, a school principal’s role was that of an instructional leader, developer of 
curriculum, problem solver, and resource provider. Today, principals take on all of the roles 
highlighted above and many more (Cambron-McCage et al., 2005). The role of the principal as 
an instructional leader is critical and so too is an evaluation system that reflects research-based 
practice implemented with fidelity.  
Efforts to Reform Principal Evaluation 
Those legislators who vote policy into law are not the ones who will assume 
responsibility for implementing and making the policies work in the social context. Lawmakers 
have had an increased focus on enacting reform related to increasing student achievement in 
schools including revamping principal evaluation systems across the country. Improving the 
performance of educators has been one of the most significant topics during the educational 
reform era (S. H. Davis & Hensley, 1999). Policymakers and educators need to think of reform 
efforts as being part of a long-term plan for change and not as a simple fix to address deficiencies 
(Datnow, Hubbard, & Mehan, 2002). Involving principals in reform efforts and increasing the 
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amount of information given to them prior to implementation of a reform improves the success 
of enactment. This process builds context and also the capacity to implement. Datnow et al. 
(2002) stated,    
Context is extremely important in school reform. In fact, one of the most consistent 
findings in studies of educational reform since the 1960s concerns variability due to local 
circumstances. Whether initiated by the government, higher levels of the school system, 
university faculty, local practitioners, or business leaders, educational reforms have 
changed to adapt to schools more often than schools have adapted to accommodate 
educational reforms. (p. 39) 
Though the research base on principal evaluation is limited, during the most recent years, 
states have been making great efforts to reform both their teacher- and principal evaluation 
processes, with many states developing comprehensive performance evaluation systems. 
Although the literature on teacher evaluation is abundant, very little research is devoted to the 
topic of principal supervision and evaluation. I completed a journal search on two educational 
journals to learn how many articles have been devoted to principal evaluation. Educational 
Administration Quarterly has published three articles from 1975 to present on the evaluation of 
principals. The first article was written in 1975, and the next two were written in 2009. A similar 
search was completed on the Journal of Personnel Evaluation of Education, a publication about 
evaluation; and it found nine articles related to the evaluation of principals. These articles are 
dated from 1989-2017 with three of them published in 2000, 2002, and 2015. The sole purpose 
of this journal is to advance knowledge and dissemination of research on and about assessment, 
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evaluation, and accountability in education. The majority of the articles in this journal are 
devoted to teacher evaluation.  
Federal Reform Efforts 
Large-scale reform efforts such as RTTT and school-improvement grants (SIG) provide 
money to school districts accompanied by specific demands or regulations placed on schools. 
RTTT calls for an increased focus on improving leadership through evaluation and student 
achievement directly linked to the use of a student-growth model as a significant part of the 
evaluation process (U.S. Department of Education, 2014). In 2009, when Congress passed an 
economic stimulus bill, it gave the U.S. Secretary of Education authority to award grant money 
to states that created detailed plans to reform the teacher and principal evaluation process. As 
Elmore (2000) noted, policymakers generally know little about the core of the teaching and 
learning process and must depend on those more knowledgeable about it.  
In 2009, President Obama signed the ARRA (American Recovery and Reinvestment 
Act). Within this law are key educational reforms such as RTTT, the largest federal reform in 
education with $4.35 billion available in competitive grant funds to encourage and reward states 
for innovative reform. In addition to RTTT funds, the Teacher and Leader Innovation Fund had 
an additional $500 million to distribute. The Title II teacher quality grants supported three 
programs, each including principal evaluation. These were Effective Teaching and Learning for a 
Well-Rounded Education--$90 million, Effective Teaching and Learning and Literacy--$187 
million, and Effective Teaching and Learning: STEM--$150 million (U.S. Department of 
Education, 2014). As part of the ARRA (American Recovery and Reinvestment Act, 2009), 
RTTT promises to help states and districts close achievement gaps and prepare students for 
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college and careers by supporting key reform strategies. The reform includes performance-based 
evaluation of principals. Spurred by aggressive reforms as a means to improve our nation’s 
schools, states and districts have been asked to adopt new programs and procedures to comply 
with the federal government’s interest in the principal evaluation arena. In September 2011, 
President Obama announced the ESEA flexibility initiative, which is based upon the Secretary of 
Education’s authority to issue waivers. The U.S. Department of Education (2014) announced that 
it was formally inviting states to apply for waivers to seek relief from sanctions in exchange for 
reform of the teacher and principal performance evaluation process. To date, more than 42 states 
have also been granted waivers relating to the current accountability provisions of No Child Left 
Behind (2002). The conditions of the waivers further compelled states to assess the effectiveness 
of teachers and principals through new evaluation systems, and districts are moving rapidly to 
design and implement new systems based on new parameters and measures. 
 Forty-five states and the District of Columbia have applied for funding, and the U.S. 
Department of Education announced the winners of RTTT’s Phase 1, Delaware and Tennessee, 
in March 2010. The U.S. Department of Education released the names of the Phase 2 winners in 
August 2010: the District of Columbia, Florida, Georgia, Hawaii, Maryland, Massachusetts, New 
York, North Carolina, Ohio, and Rhode Island. Another seven states received RTTT Phase 3 
grants in December 2011. Illinois was a finalist in Phases 1 and 2 and then was awarded $43 
million during Phase 3. Principal evaluation is included in the final requirements and criteria for 
the U.S. Department of Education’s RTTT district competition.  
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State Reform Efforts in Illinois 
PERA (Performance Evaluation Reform Act, 2010; Public Act 96-0861, 2010: Senate 
Bill 315, 2010) was passed by the Illinois General Assembly and signed by Governor Quinn in 
January, 2010 (Illinois State Board of Education, 2014). PERA requires districts to design and 
implement performance evaluation systems that assess principals’ professional skills as well as 
incorporate measures of student growth as a significant portion of the evaluation process. School 
districts and the state together are to ensure that these performance evaluation systems are valid 
and reliable and assist principals to improve student outcomes.  
The Performance Evaluation Advisory Council (PEAC) was charged with providing 
input to the Illinois State Board of Education (ISBE) and monitoring the development and 
implementation of policies and programs to meet the requirements of PERA (Performance 
Evaluation Reform Act, 2010). The PEAC has more than 30 members, including teachers, 
administrators, union leaders, representatives of higher education, and other stakeholders.  The 
PEAC was appointed by the ISBE to create a new process to evaluate teachers and principals that 
incorporates student-growth measures. As all districts across the state began to implement new 
evaluation systems in the 2016–2017 school year, the PEAC has begun to consider the kinds of 
additional support it might provide to districts, specifically creating an environment that is 
focused on implementation of best practices in evaluating all aspects of educational practice 
(Midwest Comprehensive Center at American Institutes for Research (2016). 
PERA (Performance Evaluation Reform Act, 2010) required the ISBE to develop and 
implement a principal-model-evaluation template that had to include the requirements of 
legislation and any other requirements established by the ISBE by administrative rule (Illinois 
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State Board of Education, 2014). Beginning in September 2012, all principals were to be 
evaluated every year by trained and prequalified evaluators. Training for evaluators has been 
provided as an online course with modules that require more than 40 hours of engagement. 
Additionally, evaluators are to successfully pass the module exams at the completion of each 
module. Evaluators who do not pass the exams are given remedial training until they are able to 
pass the module exams.  
The Illinois State Model for Principal Evaluation was designed to satisfy the ISBE’s 
statutory requirement but more importantly, to serve as a resource for Illinois school districts as 
they work to incorporate student growth as a significant factor in the evaluation of principals and 
assistant principals. The indicators of student growth are to include specific metrics and targets. 
No school district is required to use the Illinois State Model for Principal Evaluation, but all 
school districts must comply with all of the requirements of the school code (Illinois State Board 
of Education, 2014). PERA requires that each principal evaluation must include the principal’s 
duties, responsibilities, management, and competencies as principal as well as strengths and 
weaknesses with supporting reasons, self-assessment, alignment to the Illinois Performance 
Standards for School Leaders (IPSSL) or other research-based model, scoring using the 4-tier 
rating system, and data and indicators of student growth as a significant factor in rating, with a 
summative evaluation to be completed by March 1 of every year (Performance Evaluation 
Reform Act, 2010). If any of the requirements are missing or the principal is not rated by March 
1 of each year, he/she will be rated and considered proficient.  
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Key State Reform Efforts 
Several states have taken the lead in reforming the principal evaluation process by 
developing model systems to follow. With Tennessee being a Phase 1 RTTT grant recipient, its 
leaders developed and have implemented a single, statewide principal evaluation model that is 
used in all school districts across the state (U.S. Department of Education, 2014). According to 
the Tennessee task force members who worked to develop the model, the reform of their system 
was prompted by RTTT guidelines that engaged the state-level education leaders, district 
superintendents, school principals, teachers, and their professional associations to develop a 
statewide system (TEAMTN, 2014). TEAMTN, the Tennessee Educator Acceleration Model, 
was implemented for teachers and administrators during the 2010-2012 school years. The model 
includes value-added measures of student performance as a significant portion of principals’ 
evaluation. As one of only two states to be awarded a grant in the first phase of RTTT, 
Tennessee is now at the end of its implementation after receiving a $501 million award. Its new 
statewide evaluation system uses a rubric that includes observation, self-reflection, input from 
staff, and indicators of student achievement (TEAMTN, 2014).  
Delaware, the other state to receive Phase 1 RTTT funds, developed the Delaware 
Performance Appraisal System for Administrators, DPAS II, and implemented it for all 
administrators in public and charter schools statewide in 2013 (U.S. Department of Education, 
2014). The Delaware Administrative Standards provided the framework for the evaluation 
system including these five components: vision and goals, culture of learning, management, 
professional responsibilities, and student improvement (Jacques, Clifford, & Hornung, 2012). 
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Student-growth measures are a critical component of the evaluation of administrators in 
Delaware.  
The state of Colorado developed an elective, state-level evaluation system in 2010 that 
includes seven principal-quality standards. A school-wide student-growth score that accounts for 
50% of the final score is used to make human-resource decisions (Colorado Department of 
Education, n.d.). In other states such as Illinois, the state has developed a model evaluation 
system for principals but allows each district to determine whether it will implement the state 
model or create its own system with guidance from the state. Guidance from the ISBE includes a 
student-growth model that must be a significant factor in every evaluation. The ISBE has also 
provided guidance on the quantity and type of assessments that may be utilized (Illinois State 
Board of Education, 2014).  
Principal Evaluation Practices and Limitations 
A call for improved student achievement across the nation has led the public, federal/state 
government, and educators to take a closer look at the evaluation process of both teachers and 
administrators. J. Murphy (Maxwell, 2010), an education professor at Vanderbilt University, in 
an interview said, “The profession for 150 years was grounded in management, organization, 
government, politics, and finance. Those things are important but they are secondary to learning 
and teaching” (Maxwell, 2010, p. 8). Research on evaluating principals is sparse but can be 
divided into the following areas:  instrumentation, process, implementation, and performance-
based models (Goldring et al., 2009). Research on principal evaluation indicates that many state 
and district evaluations do not include the state’s existing principal standards, don’t incorporate 
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proven leadership strategies, and don’t improve principal performance. Even more alarming is 
that some principals are never formally evaluated by a district leader (Ginsberg & Berry, 1989). 
Traditional evaluation systems have been used, and in some school districts are still used 
today, to evaluate principals using checklists, ratings, or a ranking (Glassman & Heck, 1992; 
Heck & Hallinger, 2005). Traditional evaluation provides little or no feedback that could be used 
to improve job performance or student learning. These traditional methods of evaluation and 
feedback no longer provide principals with what they need to develop professional skills (Moore, 
2009). Feedback is exceedingly important for principals because often they feel isolated in the 
profession and due to the demands of the job, often do not have the ability to receive the valuable 
feedback they need (Friedman, 2002; Moore, 2009).  
Evaluation is no longer viewed as a one-time event but rather as an important component 
of a principal’s daily performance. In more recent studies affirming that effective principal 
development is continuous, the evaluation practice is described as a yearlong process of feedback 
and learning (Sorenson, 2005). According to Gail Connelly (2010), the National Association of 
Elementary School Principals, in its most recent study of 2008, found that nearly 8% of 
principals rarely or never get evaluated by the central office administration. The study also 
reveals that only 30% of principals are asked for feedback on their own evaluations and two 
thirds of principals reported that student data were included in their evaluations, but the measure 
and the extent of how data were included varied from district to district. Though most principals 
are evaluated in some manner, a clear consensus about what comprises the role of a school 
principal is absent, so the task of principal evaluation is challenging (Catano & Stronge, 2007). 
Another limitation of current principal evaluation systems is the inconsistency of how they are 
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administered and what they measure (Heck & Marcoulides, 1996; Stufflebeam, 1993). 
Evaluations may be used to measure characteristics of leaders, leadership roles, and management 
of staff and/or student achievement.  
In recent years, standards have been put in place for principals, and evaluation systems 
are being reevaluated. “Highly effective principals and good teachers are mentioned in the same 
breath as essential ingredients for improving schools” (Samuels, 2011, p. 14). In 1996, the 
Interstate School Leaders Licensure Consortium (ISLLC) Standards for School Leaders were 
formed, and the ISLLC standards were released as a model for identifying characteristics of 
exemplary leaders. In 2008, the ISLLC standards were revised, with six standards identified as 
the areas all principals should demonstrate proficiency in: establishing a widely shared vision for 
learning; developing a school culture and instructional program conducive to student and staff 
growth; ensuring effective management of the school and providing a safe, efficient, effective 
environment; collaborating with staff and community members to respond to their diverse 
interests and needs; acting with integrity and ethically; and understanding and responding to the 
political, social, legal, and cultural context of the organization (Condon & Clifford, 2010; 
Council of Chief State School Officers, 2008). 
With the reauthorization of ESEA of 1965 in 2010, also known as the President’s 
Blueprint for Reform (Goldring et al., 2009), states were to define what effective and highly 
effective principals look like. Under the reauthorization, student academic growth is to be used 
as a measure of effective leadership. There is still a missing piece according to Connelly (2010), 
executive director of the National Association of Elementary School Principals, and that is an 
objective, peer-engaged principal evaluation.  
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Components of Effective Principal Evaluation Tied to Learning 
There is limited research that provides evidence of any one evaluation system having the 
greatest impact on student learning. In a comprehensive review of the literature, Sanders and 
Kearney (2011) found that there are three critical features of evaluation systems that can help to 
improve principal practice. Having a clear purpose of evaluation which matches the mission or 
goals of the organization and meets professional standards is effective in linking principal 
practice to student learning. A second key component is the effective implementation of the 
evaluation process and training of evaluators. “Implementation trumped instrumentation in terms 
of how well evaluations were conducted, how evaluations were perceived by principals, and how 
connected effective evaluations were to promoting the principals’ professional growth” (S. 
Davis, Kearney, Sanders, Thomas, & Leon, 2011, p. 8). Last, a critical piece is an ongoing 
review of the process. Improving practice, building capacity, monitoring student progress, 
providing feedback, developing leadership, goal setting, and keeping open dialogue between 
principal and the superintendent are essential to effective development and evaluation of 
principals.  
Clifford and Ross (2011), in collaboration with the National Association of Elementary 
School Principals, suggested that principal evaluation systems should be designed with direct 
involvement of principals and other stakeholders, educative, connected to district- and state-level 
systems, rigorous, fair, and equitable. They also suggested that the evaluation system should 
include multiple rating categories to differentiate performance; gather evidence of performance 
through multiple measures of practice; communicate results to principals consistently and with 
transparency; and include training, support, and evaluation of the principal evaluators.  
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There is a clear lack of empirical research and data linking student achievement to 
principal effectiveness and evaluation. More research has been done regarding teacher 
effectiveness and student learning. Hallinger and Heck’s (1998) synthesis of 43 studies shows 
little direct correlation between principal effectiveness, evaluation, and student learning but does 
indicate an indirect link. The research reviewed by Hallinger and Heck was studies that were 
conducted from 15 to 30 years ago, and little research has been conducted since.  
Recent research has been conducted on principal leadership and the components of 
leadership but not with student achievement in mind. Assessing a principal’s performance is 
necessary, yet it holds many challenges (Condon & Clifford, 2010). The new attention placed on 
evaluation of teachers and principals has created a sense of urgency for developing standards and 
up-to-date and valued evaluation systems to be put into place. New standards for principal 
performance emerged and reflect this emphasis on improving learning for all. The ISLLC 
standards (Council of Chief State School Officers, 2008) and RTTT are starting points for states 
to create clearly defined, objective systems of evaluation of principals. The Council of Chief 
State School Officers (CCSSO) worked in conjunction with the National Policy Board for 
Educational Administration to develop the ISLLC standards. This group, that included 32 
education agencies and 13 education administrative associations, worked 3 years to develop the 
Standards for School Leaders (Council of Chief State School Officers, 2008).  
A large number of states have begun to use or develop an evaluation system based on 
standards similar to those developed by the ISLLC. The CCSSO conducted a survey in 2005 that 
found that 46 states have leadership standards for administration certification, and 41 states had 
adopted or aligned ISLLC standards with their state standards. In a study by Catano (2002), the 
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congruence of principal evaluation instruments in Virginia with ISLLC standards was 
determined. The study analyzed principal performance and evaluation documents from the 132 
school districts in Virginia. The data show that four of the five categories derived from the 
ISLLC standards had a high correlation with principal evaluation instruments. 
Theoretical Framework 
This study aimed to understand how principals and their evaluators make sense of and 
construct meaning about the new Illinois evaluation process they are embroiled in. How district-
level administrators and principals comprehend and implement the new principal evaluation 
process can be better understood through the lens of policy implementation and sensemaking 
theories. Implementation is a crucial piece in the policy-making process (Pressman & 
Wildavsky,1973). It rests on the premise that improvements in educational policy 
implementation focus not only on what is implementable but also under what condition, if any, 
policies get implemented and work (M. I. Honig, 2006).  
Recent trends in educational policy note the importance of reexamining what gets 
implemented and what works. From a cognitive perspective, successful implementation is 
determined by the implementers’ understanding of policy and the level that they reinforce or 
alter their practice (Spillane et al., 2004). Prior to policy implementation, a requirement for 
success is that the implementers have time to make sense or understand all components of the 
policy. If the policy is being implemented on a large scale, then it is also imperative for all 
stakeholders to work together toward a common understanding of what the policy means and 
how it will be implemented. Another critical part of the implementation process is which ways 
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implementation changes the way of thinking about or understanding the policy by the 
implementers (Spillane et al., 2004).  
Policy Implementation   
Education has become a high-stakes policy arena attached to big dollars. As seen with 
many educational policies, implementation varies across schools, districts, and states. “Current 
economic, social and political forces have combined to create a climate in which schools feel 
great pressure to change” (Datnow et al., 2002, p. 18). With such focus on education and policy 
development, we see the need to reexamine what we currently know about what gets 
implemented and what works. M. I. Honig (2006) stated,  
No one policy gets implemented or is successful everywhere all the time; on the bright 
side, some policies are implemented and successful some of the places some of the time. 
Those interested in improving the quality of education-policy implementation should 
focus not simply on what’s implementable and what works but rather investigate under 
what condition, if any, various education policies get implemented and work. (p. 2) 
Applying these ideas to principal evaluation assists in determining which conditions are 
needed to successfully implement a performance evaluation system statewide. M. I. Honig 
(2009) argued that studies of the past suggest that policy designs have three key dimensions: 
goals, targets, and tools, and M. I Honig tried to uncover how differences at the analytic level 
influence implementation. She posited that recent policy with goals related to the core of 
teaching, teacher/student relations, subject matter, and the school environment faces much 
different implementation challenges than in the past. See Honig’s Figure 1 titled Dimensions of 
Contemporary Education Policy Implementation in Practice and Research. M. I. Honig stated, 
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“Overall, these three dimensions of implementation – policy, people, and places – come together 
to form a conception of implementation as a highly contingent and situated process” (p. 19). 
Researchers of the past often suggested that strong leadership and increased funding and training 
were universally important to implementation. Contemporary researchers (Coburn, Hill, & 
Spillane, 2016; M. I. Honig, 2009 emphasized that the importance of these resources often 
 depends on what we know and understand. 
Figure 1 
Dimensions of Contemporary Education Policy Implementation in Practice and Research. 
 
Since the ’90s, researchers have learned that the main problem with implementing 
educational policy is that of learning. Policies most often require that implementers learn new 
ways of completing the tasks that they have been completing for some time (Cohen & Barnes, 
1993; M. I. Honig, 2006). There may be many factors that can influence implementation of 
policy. Ambiguous, unclear, and inconsistent policies often lack a clear understanding with no 
discretion with respect to implementation. Local factors including the agendas of the 
implementing agency and agents, community attitudes, resources, and time are especially 
influential in the implementation process (Spillane, 2000). Research on policy implementation 
suggests that policies, people, and places together affect implementation (M. I. Honig, 2006). In 
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order for reform efforts and policy implementation to be successful, Fullan (1993, p. 39) stated, 
“Educators must see themselves as experts in the dynamics of change. To become experts in the 
dynamics of change, educators, administrators, and teachers must become skilled change 
agents.” Fullan went on to say that “change unfolds in unpredictable and non-linear ways 
through interaction of people, in different settings, and in conditions that are uncertain” (1993, p. 
4). Policy-implementation theory focuses on how to implement policy across multiple settings 
and with which resources and conditions that support a successful implementation.  
Sensemaking  
The focus of qualitative research is on participants’ perceptions, experiences, and the way 
they make sense of a situation (Fraenkel & Wallen, 1993; Merriam, 1988). Theorist Karl E. 
Weick (1995, 2005) is among the pioneers of the contemporary sensemaking theory that involves 
“turning circumstances into a situation that is comprehended explicitly in words and serves as a 
springboard into action” (2005, p. 409). Gioia, Thomas, Clark, & Chittipeddi (1994), researchers 
in organization theory, pointed out that there are three important aspects when making meaning 
within an organization: 
First, sensemaking occurs when a flow of organizational circumstance is turned into 
words and salient categories. Second, organizing itself is embodied in written and spoken 
texts. Third, reading, writing, conversing, and editing are crucial actions that serve as the 
media through which the invisible hand of institutions shapes conduct. (p. 365) 
Implementing new policy in schools and doing it well demands that educators gain a shared 
understanding and work toward change.  
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Many times, policies are formulated top-down with no shared understanding, and 
implementation efforts typically fail or are inconsistent from setting to setting. Developing a 
shared understanding as adults includes making decisions based on situations and circumstances 
that are often integrated with emotion as principles are developed in context. Ganz and Lin 
(2011) discussed, “creating a map of a shifting world; testing this map with others through data 
collection, action, and conversation; and then refining, or abandoning, the map depending on 
how credible it is” (p. 14). When the world in which we function becomes unintelligible in some 
way, we try to understand and make sense. By mapping out the new or unfamiliar situation, fear 
can be diminished for those involved. Change within a system is difficult for many participants 
because their fear comes from the unknown or not knowing how the change will take place. 
Sensemaking is not about finding the so-called correct answer; it is about creating an emerging 
picture that becomes more comprehensive through data collection, action, experience, and 
conversation. 
The nature of understanding is how new information is interpreted in light of what is 
already understood (Brewer & Nakamura, 1984). People call on their prior knowledge and lived 
experiences to construct new meaning. “Implementers construct what it is the policy asks of 
them, and it is this understanding they respond to in implementing policy” (Spillane, 2000, p. 
146). When working to make sense of new information, the implementers’ knowledge, 
experiences, and beliefs together shape their understanding. Sensemaking requires talking about 
and explaining the new information to better understand it. “There is a deep human need to 
understand and know what is going on in a changing world” (Ancona, 2011, p. 4). We often need 
to make sense of new information when our understanding of the world becomes unintelligible in 
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some way. When the new Illinois performance evaluation system was introduced on a large 
scale, both principals and district-level administrators had the need to make sense of the new 
information and gain a deeper understanding of what was needed to implement the process.  
A theoretical framework for making sense of reforms being scaled, as explained by 
Datnow et al. (2002), focuses on the required co-construction of meaning. “We believe that one 
of the reasons why ‘scaling up’ has proven to be a vexing and seldom successful endeavor is that 
educators and researchers have underestimated the co-constructed nature of the implementation 
process” (p. 10). A key issue when reform becomes scaled, according to Datnow et al. (2002), is 
that content is extremely important in school reform. “Whether initiated by the government, 
higher levels of the school system, university faculty, local practitioners, or business leaders, 
education reforms have changed to adapt to schools more often than schools have adapted to 
accommodate educational reform” (p. 39).  
Sensemaking is a way of organizing through communication. J. R. Taylor and Van Every 
(2000) stated that sensemaking “takes place in interactive talk and draws on the resources of 
language in order to formulate and exchange through talk. As this occurs, a situation is talked 
into existence and the basis is laid for action to deal with it” (p. 58).  
Summary 
The role of a principal has shifted from managing the organization to being the 
instructional leader of the building. The responsibilities of administrators have grown 
dramatically over the years as educational reform has impacted the process of educating our 
youth. Public demand has called for greater attention on educational accountability and 
teacher/principal evaluation since the implementation of ISSLC standards and the reauthorization 
 42 
 
of the ESEA (Elementary and Secondary Education Act, 1965). When examining principal 
evaluation, the literature suggests that the majority of principals are evaluated, but the process is 
not meaningful to most of them. Some research has been completed on the evaluation process 
and tools, but much of the research is neither current nor linked to student achievement. More 
research has been devoted to the effects of teachers on student achievement. Leadership skills 
and principal-preparation programs have been the focus of several research studies, yet 
additional research needs to be conducted on these topics as well as on performance evaluation 
of principals. There is, however, significant research that has been completed on leadership 
practices and school-improvement efforts. Research on principals’ practices that effect teacher 
development and retention is also a trend. More attention should focus on building principal 
capacity to hire, develop, and sustain high-quality teachers who are capable of producing high 
levels of student achievement.  
The achievement of students is directly linked to the quality and effectiveness of teachers. 
The role that principals play in the learning and achievement of students is much more indirect 
than of a teacher but is nonetheless extremely important. The bulk of research that has been 
completed indicates that principals make an important difference in the effectiveness of a school. 
Building-level administration is held accountable for numerous educational outcomes. A 
principal’s role in shaping the vision and mission of a school and also setting goals directly 
impacts the school’s effectiveness. Evaluation systems lack clarity in helping to guide these 
practices for principals. The complexity and lack of clear role descriptions of a principal make 
the task of creating an effective performance evaluation system a daunting one. The evaluation 
instrument utilized should be a framework of the expectations for learning. We can learn a great 
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deal about how people come to understand and implement new policies such as principal 
evaluation by applying the theories of policy implementation and sensemaking. If we better 
understand how district-level leaders make sense of principal evaluation and which district 
supports are needed to successfully implement a new policy on a large scale, we will see greater 
success in developing leaders and raising student achievement.  
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CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY  
A better understanding of the relationship between educational-policy reform and the 
practitioners in the field can assist educators in gaining the knowledge needed to successfully 
implement change. Chapter 3 presents the overall research design for the qualitative case study 
of the new principal evaluation process and imbedded district structures at two Illinois school 
districts. Site visits; individual semi-structured interviews of principals, superintendents, and 
principal evaluators; and a document review allowed me to triangulate data from several sources. 
Review of strategic plans, district-improvement plans, evaluation tools, and analysis of interview 
data allowed me to capture various dimensions of a phenomenon. 
 “Qualitative procedures are ideal for exploring complex phenomena about which there is 
little knowledge” (Krathwohl, 2009, p. 236). The most widely used sources of data in qualitative 
research come from observation and interviewing, though analysis of records and documents is 
commonly used as well. This research study focused on collecting large amounts of data and 
triangulating the data to organize this data as themes emerged. Krathwohl stated, “Triangulation 
uses purposive sampling to determine the validity of data and bias” (2009, p. 285). This research 
study followed a case study design to explore two in-depth cases bound by time and activity 
(Stake, 1995).  
Research Questions 
The idea of qualitative inquiry as a reflective process underscores the strengths of the 
qualitative approach (Agee, 2009). The central questions that guided this research study are 
intended to be broad in nature and focus on a single phenomenon (Creswell, 2009). This study 
addresses the following research questions:   
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1.  How do principals and their evaluators make sense of and construct meaning 
about the new process used in evaluating principals incorporating professional 
practice, student-growth measures, and self-assessment? 
2. How do principals’ and their evaluators’ perceptions influence implementation 
and shape leadership practice? 
Table 1 provides an overview of the two research questions, data-collection sources, how 
data were accessed, and the advantages and limitations that surrounded the data collection.  
Table 1 
 
Data Collected by Research Question 
Research 
questions 
Data collection 
sources 
How data 
was 
accessed 
Advantages Limitations 
     
      
Question 
1 
Semi-structured 
interviews 
 
In-depth 
interviews 
 
Follow-up 
interviews 
 
One-on-one 
interviews 
with 
follow-up 
interviews 
Researcher has first-hand 
experience with participant. 
 
Researcher can record 
information as it occurs and 
take notes. 
 
Facial expressions or 
unusual aspects can be 
observed during interview 
with follow-up questions. 
 
Participants can provide 
historical information. 
 
Researcher has control over 
questions-allows for 
follow-up 
questions/probing. 
 
Researcher’s 
presence may bias 
responses. 
 
Not all people are 
equally articulate 
with on-the-spot 
questions/answers. 
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Table 1 (cont.)  
Question 
2 
Semi-structured 
interviews 
  
In-depth  
Interviews 
 
Follow-up 
interviews 
 
Site-visit 
observation 
 
Document 
review 
One-on-one 
interviews 
with 
follow-up 
interviews 
 
Document 
review: 
school 
report card, 
SIP plans, 
evaluation 
documents 
Enables researcher to 
review the actual 
documents used in the 
evaluation process and 
goals that the participants 
set for their school/district.  
 
Can be accessed at a time 
that is convenient for the 
researcher. 
 
Is written and saves the 
researcher from 
transcribing the 
information.  
 
Good source of background 
information. 
 
Provides a behind-the-
scenes look at the process.  
 
Unobtrusive 
May be private or 
protected 
information that is 
difficult to find. 
 
Materials may be 
incomplete, 
inaccurate, or out-
of-date. 
 
Can be time-
consuming to read 
and analyze 
lengthy 
documents.  
 
 
Research Design – Case Study 
A qualitative research design was used to explore this study’s research questions because 
it allowed me to observe the principals in context and to elicit their descriptions of the principal 
evaluation process. This study uses a case study approach (Yin, 2002) for site visits, interviews 
of school principals and their evaluators from each of the two districts, and document review of 
all pertinent documents within the districts related to evaluation of principals and district/school 
goals.  
The case study format identifies the problem, the context, the issues, and the lessons 
learned (Lincoln & Guba 1985). The intent of this case study was to better understand a specific 
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issue, principal evaluation reform, and how the cases selected help us to gain this understanding. 
Stake (1995) described this as an instrumental case study. This case study provides not only an 
understanding but an in-depth understanding of two cases through analysis of site visits, one-on-
one interviews, and document review. A key to understanding the analysis is that a case study 
involves a rich description of the case (Creswell & Creswell, 2013). Qualitative research is a way 
to study something in its natural setting and attempt to make sense of or understand a 
phenomenon (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005). Qualitative procedures for research are ideal for 
exploring complex phenomena that there is little knowledge about, such as principal evaluation.  
There is no particular moment when data gathering begins. It begins before there is 
commitment to do the study: backgrounding, acquaintance with other cases, first 
impressions. A considerable proportion of all data is impressionistic, picked up 
informally as the researcher first becomes acquainted with the case. Many of these early 
impressions will later be refined or replaced, but the pool of data includes the earliest of 
observations. (Stake, p. 49). 
Population, Site Selection, and Participants 
The sites and participants for this study were selected using purposeful, criterion 
sampling. This type of sampling is commonly found in qualitative research that involves 
selecting a site and participants that will assist a researcher to answer the research study 
questions (Creswell, 2009; Creswell & Creswell, 2013). Criterion sampling provides the 
opportunity to interact with knowledgeable and experienced participants who are readily 
available, willing to participate, and able to communicate their experiences and opinions in a 
reflective manner (Palinkas et al., 2015).  
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The cases selected for this study met the specific criteria of being a large, urban-fringe 
school district in Illinois that employs multiple principals and principal evaluators using an 
evaluation process that aligns to the requirements of PERA (Performance Evaluation Reform 
Act, 2010). Purposeful participant selection was imperative to this study’s research design. 
Creswell (2009) stated, “The idea behind qualitative research is to purposefully select 
participants or sites that will best help the researcher understand the problem and the research 
questions” (p. 178). He also spoke of purposeful document review to avoid reviewing too many 
documents or documents that will not help a researcher draw conclusions or answer the research 
questions. The principal participants and their evaluators were chosen for this study if they had 
been employed for at least 1 year by the school district and had experienced at least one 
evaluation cycle. Document review consisted of district/school goals and evaluation documents.  
School districts in Illinois are coded by the ISBE using locale codes, or codes that 
describe the size and location. Locale codes were derived from a classification system originally 
developed by the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) in the 1980s to describe a 
school’s location ranging from large city to rural. The codes are based on the physical location 
represented by an address that is matched against a geographic database maintained by the 
census bureau. This database is the Topographically Integrated and Geographically Encoded 
Referencing System, or TIGER. In 2005 and 2006, the NCES supported work by the census 
bureau to redesign the original locale codes in light of changes in the U.S. population and the 
definition of key geographic concepts.  
I identified school districts using the metro-centric locale codes described as urban fringe 
of a large city. Suburban school districts outside the territory of a large city were identified by 
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using criterion sampling. Eighteen suburban school districts outside of a large city were 
identified, then I sent a letter to each school district superintendent, assistant superintendent, and 
building principal which described the purpose of this research study. The letter sent to school 
district leaders describing this study is found in Appendix A. The goal was to identify two school 
districts with 2-6 potential principals and/or principal evaluators who would be invited to 
participate in this research study. If two school districts were not interested in participating in 
this study from the original 18 identified from the coding list, the search was to be expanded to 
appropriate school districts matching the coding criteria.  
After the principals and principal evaluators responded favorably, I met with each 
individual to further explain this research study. All participants volunteered to be a part of the 
study after reading the initial description and meeting with me for in-depth information 
surrounding the study. Steps in recruiting principals, superintendents, and principal evaluators, 
included 
1. Using the locale codes from the ISBE, all school districts were identified as urban 
fringe. The list was narrowed to 18 urban-fringe districts for the initial contact. The 
18 districts had committees formed for principal/teacher evaluation according to the 
district websites, and meeting minutes reflected that performance evaluation systems 
were implemented and being followed.  
2. I sent a recruitment letter (see Appendix A) to the district superintendent, assistant 
superintendent, and all building principals in the 18 districts. When a district 
responded to the recruitment letter with interest or questions, I sought to identify any 
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additional key principal evaluators within the school district to send recruitment 
materials to who had been missed. 
3. I secured two districts to include in this study which had 2-6 principals, 
superintendents, and principal evaluators. The process was fully explained to all of 
the district leaders as was the purpose and timeline for this study.  
4. If two districts had not been secured for this study from the initial 18 districts, I 
would have expanded the list by sending recruitment materials to 10 additional 
districts. This process would have continued until two school districts with 2-6 
participants had been secured.  
5. The two sites selected for this research study were secured from the first 18 urban-
fringe districts. There was no need to identify a second round of districts to contact 
because there were two districts that responded fairly quickly and were interested in 
participating in this research study.  
Creswell (2009) suggested the use of purposeful maximal sampling to portray cases that 
show different perspectives of a process or event. With two case study sites, themes were 
identified within each case, and then I followed up with a thematic analysis across both cases 
(Creswell & Creswell, 2013). After the sites were selected, data were collected through one-on-
one interviews lasting 60-90 minutes per participant. Once the data were transcribed, follow-up 
interviews were conducted over the phone to clarify answers. The follow-up phone interviews 
were short in nature, lasting no longer than 15 minutes. Document review included strategic 
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plans, school district-improvement plans, evaluation tools, and other documents that reference 
principal evaluation.  
Data-Collection Procedures 
 The data-collection process for qualitative research includes setting the boundaries for the 
study; collecting information through observations, interviews, and document review; and most 
important, establishing the protocol for recording information (Creswell, 2009). Prior to this 
study’s interviews, questions to ask principals and evaluators were written. Additionally, an 
application for research including human participants was completed and was approved by the 
Institutional Review Board at my degree-granting university. This approval met the requirements 
to include the participants and begin the interviewing process.  
Interviews 
 Each principal and evaluator was interviewed at his/her district/school site in a private 
office on one occasion. The private office protected the privacy and content of each interview. 
Interviewing participants in their natural setting creates a greater comfort level for those being 
interviewed. Each in-person interview lasted approximately 90 minutes. An alternate private-
office location was made available off-campus for those not wanting their interview to take place 
in their home district but was not utilized. In addition, one short follow-up interview took place 
with each participant by phone to ask clarifying questions after all meeting interviews were 
transcribed.  
Five principals and three principal evaluators were interviewed for this research study. 
Krathwohl stated, “Interviews and observations interact, observations provide meaning to 
interviews, and interviews suggest things to look at or attach new meanings to observations” 
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(2009, p. 296). During each interview, it is important to establish a rapport with the participant to 
get full and truthful responses. A comfortable rhythm should be established back and forth, and 
the researcher should respond positively both verbally and nonverbally. The interview questions 
should require more than a yes or no answer to provide for open and free responses. A semi-
structured interview was utilized in this research study which, according to Merriam (2009), 
allows for a more open-ended and less structured approach. The meeting interview questions 
utilized in interviews of principals and their evaluators can be found in Appendix B. Interviews 
are the main source of data in a qualitative study but come with limitations. Answers to questions 
may be biased because of the presence of the researcher, and the participants may be nervous or 
may not have the ability to answer questions in-depth when they are asked to respond on the spot 
(Creswell, 2009). 
 The meeting interviews were digitally recorded and then were transcribed verbatim. The 
transcripts and field notes from the observation of the site were coded for the purpose of 
analysis. During each meeting interview, I gained consent to audio record the interviews for the 
purpose of transcription. The participant consent form used in this study is located in Appendix 
C. Some notes were also taken by hand. Principals and their evaluators were interviewed from 
July 2015 through April 2016, and evaluation documents were obtained during the same time 
period. In all cases, I worked to protect the privacy of the respondents. All meeting interview 
sites were kept private and confidential. No outside research participants were able to hear the 
subject matter of the meeting interviews.  
With signed permission from the principals and their evaluators, I recorded all meeting 
interviews for transcription purposes, but not for dissemination. Each principal and principal 
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evaluator was assigned a pseudonym that was used in all presentations and publications related 
to this research study. The pseudonyms used were coded using a key, and this key was stored in 
a separate location on a password-protected computer. The separate and secure file of key 
information was kept by me. The key was destroyed when the data were destroyed. Consent was 
obtained from each participant by me. Consent forms were fully explained by me and signed by 
participants prior to the first interview. Follow-up phone interviews were conducted to clarify the 
respondents’ answers where needed. Copies of transcriptions were offered to each participant for 
review.  
Document Review 
I also performed a document review of the evaluation instrument, the district and schools’ 
improvement plans, and supplemental documents. District- and school-improvement plans 
articulated alignment in goals relative to school and student performance. All documents 
collected were electronically copied, and all efforts were made to ensure that identifying 
information be removed. The original paper documents were destroyed, and the electronic copies 
were kept in a separate and secure file on a password-protected computer. Data were kept secure 
for 7 years and then destroyed. Digital recordings were transferred to the password-protected 
computer for that period of time. Once each transcription was reviewed and verified, the 
corresponding audio recording was erased or deleted. The document review protocol for this 
study can be found in Appendix D. 
Limited information was learned from the review of these documents in comparison to 
the meeting interviews. The evaluation process was explained by each principal and evaluator 
during the meeting interview process. These data were compared to the information on 
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documents that were used in the evaluation process. The evaluation timeline was listed concisely 
for both districts on their evaluation documents. School-improvement plans and goals were 
reviewed to help me identify the work of the principals and district-level leaders.  
Data-Recording Procedures   
During the meeting interviews, recording procedures and interview protocols to collect 
data throughout the process were used (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009). I recorded the setting, date, 
and time of each observation both digitally and on paper. Meeting interviews were recorded, and 
notes were taken by hand in case the digital recording failed to work.  
Also included in the analysis was a review of district documents that might shed light on 
the practices surrounding the evaluation of principals. The interview protocols were designed to 
identify similarities and differences between the collective perceptions of the principals and the 
district leadership, as well as among the principals, regarding the effectiveness of the principal 
evaluation system. 
After the raw data were transcribed and organized for analysis, I read the transcriptions to 
get a general sense of the information. A copy of each participant’s transcribed interview was 
offered to the contributors, and follow-up phone interviews were conducted. Then. I began the 
detailed analysis through a coding process. The documents collected were analyzed using a 
template I created. I followed Krathwohl’s (2009) method for coding by making a list of 
tentative categories and coding the raw data. Then, the relation of each code title to the actual 
coded material was examined for consistency. The code titles were adjusted to achieve a better 
fit, and then all data and codes were recorded. I employed a qualitative process of template 
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analysis to capture the essential themes (Creswell, 2009; Creswell & Creswell, 2013). See Table 
2 for the codes.  
Table 2 
 
Highlights of Codes with Corresponding Categories  
 
Codes Corresponding categories  
TT Tool and timeline 
SPD Sustained professional development 
 
SU Shared understanding of process 
SPD Superintendent-Principal discourse 
SPC Superintendent-Principal collaboration  
IMP Implementation 
 
RE Resources  
 
Data-Analysis Procedures 
 Qualitative data analysis is a comprehensive process for analyzing data which is directed 
at “tracing out lawful and stable relationships among social phenomena, based on regularities 
and sequences that link these phenomena” (Miles & Huberman, 1994, p. 4). Miles and 
Huberman described a process that includes collecting data, displaying data, reducing data, 
verifying data, and finally drawing conclusions. Analysis is a process that assists in making 
interpretations and sense of fieldwork, observations, and interviews (Krathwohl, 2009). 
Triangulation of data, which was completed during this research study, uses purposive sampling 
to determine the validity of the data and reduce bias. Most commonly, this triangulation of data 
uses two or more sources to establish factual accuracy (Creswell, 2009, Krathwohl, 2009). The 
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information collected from the site observations, interviews, and document review were cross-
referenced to validate the data and diminish any bias.  
 Two phases of examination occurred during the analysis of data: intracase and cross-case 
analysis. In this study, cross-case analysis refers to analysis and findings that relate the elements 
and instructional methods found in specific cases to those found in other cases. 
Ethical Considerations and Validity 
The first possible risk in this study is that principals or principal evaluators may not have 
been forthright in all interviews or may have withheld information that would influence the 
findings of this study. To minimize this risk, I explained all protocols for the interview including 
confidentiality and removal of identifiable information. Use of a pseudonym minimized the risk 
of participants worrying about their identity being revealed. All names and identifiable 
information were removed from all evaluation documents. Another risk is that the identified 
principals may not have wanted to share evaluation data or be a participant of this study. 
In addition, principals and principal evaluators may have had a heightened awareness of 
the principal evaluation process as outlined in PERA and through their own perceptions and 
experiences, may have come to the realization that, and been discomforted by, they may not have 
been fully cognizant of all the requirements of evaluation (Performance Evaluation Reform Act, 
2010). This risk was minimized by explaining the purpose of this study: to understand the 
perceptions of principals and evaluators about the process of evaluation aligned to PERA. This 
study also sought to identify supports or resources that, when put in place, can assist in the 
acquisition of knowledge related to evaluation. Additionally, I previously held the position of 
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principal and am currently a principal evaluator and came to this study with prior knowledge of 
both roles. 
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CHAPTER 4: CASE ONE 
Prairie View School District – Just Short of Compliance and Shared Understanding 
The purpose of this research study was to examine the implementation of new principal 
evaluation processes and how implementers created a shared understanding of the new policy in 
Illinois. During in-depth interviews, study participants described their perceptions and 
experiences related to the evaluation process and which supports were put in place during 
implementation. The participants also spoke of which supports would be most beneficial for 
continued success with implementation and to develop a deeper understanding of the evaluation 
process. The research findings that this chapter reports are based on analysis of the following 
data sources: my observations during a site tour of the buildings, semi-structured interviews, 
follow-up phone interviews, and school district document review. 
This section presents an in-depth look at the first case study at Prairie View School 
District. Stake stressed the importance of developing a description of the context. He stated, “To 
develop vicarious experiences for the reader, to give them a sense of ‘being there,’ the physical 
situation should be well described” (1995, p. 63). A profile of the district is provided first, then 
an overview of the schools and the administrators, and the themes that emerged from the data 
collected from this site. Emergent themes included shared commitments among principals and 
principal evaluators that performance evaluation is of the utmost importance in the continual 
growth cycle, an understanding of timelines related to the evaluation cycle and PERA’s 
regulations, and a shared belief that principal evaluation has changed significantly for the better 
(Performance Evaluation Reform Act, 2010). Four themes that emerged from the principals 
which they explicitly expressed an interest to address within their district are policy-
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implementation inconsistencies, the need for additional internal professional development, 
raising the bar for student growth by including two new measures, and additional time devoted to 
the evaluation process with their evaluator.  
District Overview 
Prairie View School District is located in the southern suburbs of Chicago and is 
classified as a large, urban-fringe K-8 elementary school district. The district includes 25 square 
miles of land and consists of 10 schools. There are four primary schools, Grades K-2; three 
intermediate schools, Grades 3-5; and three junior high schools, Grades 6-8. In 2016, the 10 
district schools reported a student enrollment of 4,958 comprised of 73.7% White, 13.6% 
Hispanic, 5.7% Asian, and 4.2 % Black students. There are 19% low-income students, 17% with 
disabilities, and 10% English language learners. The attendance rate of students in the district is 
very high at 96%, and the mobility rate is low at less than 5%.  
The district employs 341 full-time teachers, 10 principals, and six assistant principals. 
The staff race/ethnicity is very homogeneous with 96.2% White, 2.9% Hispanic and .6% Black. 
See Table 3 for racial/ethnic diversity in the Prairie View School District. Eighty-one percent of 
the staff members have a master’s degree or higher. The average administrator salary in the 
district is $117,567, and the retention rate of staff is 90%. Principals report that teachers often 
start and end their careers in the Prairie View School District.  
Table 3 
 
Racial/Ethnic Demographics of Students/Staff: Prairie View  
Racial/Ethnic diversity Students Teachers 
White 73.7% 96.2% 
 
Black 4.2% 0.6% 
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Table 3 (cont.) 
Hispanic 13.6% 2.9% 
 
Asian 5.7% 0.0% 
 
American Indian 0.1% 0.0% 
 
Two or more races 2.7% 0.3% 
 
Pacific Islander 0.0% 0.0% 
 
 During the past 10 years, Prairie View School District has had six superintendents 
leading the district and schools. During the ’80s, ’90s, and early 2000s, the district had longevity 
in the administrative team with superintendents who each led the district for more than a decade. 
It was reported that a shift in board members and board vision contributed to the lack of 
longevity in superintendent tenure during the last 10 years. Additionally, there was a 
superintendent who resigned midyear after leading the district for a short 1½ years. Afterwards, 
there was an interim superintendent named for the remainder of the school year, and then a 
second interim was appointed the following year. During the last 10 years, the average time a 
superintendent has served in Prairie View is 2 years. The current superintendent, Dr. Jones, said, 
“From what I have heard, there was a shift of board members in the last 10 years, no clear shared 
vision, and indiscretions in leadership.”  The average ratio of students to building principals is 
496:1. According to the Illinois School Report Card (2016), the district has had an average of 
two principals at the same school over the past 6 years.  
The district began in 1849 as a one-room schoolhouse in a rural farming area and has 
grown to a large, suburban-area district with progressive schools, involved families, and 
community partnerships. The town in which Prairie View School District is situated had fewer 
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than 400 residents in the early 1900s and grew to 58,862 residents by 2010 (U.S. Census Bureau, 
2010). According to the district website, the district staff believes in the shared commitment that 
they are a “community of learners” working together toward educational excellence. Prairie 
View School District does not publish district- or school-improvement plans on its website, but 
its school-improvement goals were shared by each principal during the meeting interviews. Each 
building staff develops professional goals in collaboration with the district-level administrators. 
There are no shared district goals that have been developed at the time of this study. The district 
has a goal of writing a strategic plan in the near future. Yearly, each department head takes part 
in a “state of the district” presentation for the community and board of education that highlights 
successes and planned work for the upcoming year. 
Prairie View School District scored above the state average on the Partnership for 
Assessment of Readiness for College and Careers (PARCC) in both 2015 and 2016 (Illinois 
Report Card, 2015, 2016). Principals and the superintendent report that PARCC scores should be 
higher for the district, but there have been significant changes and no longevity in district office 
administration, so initiatives to align curriculum and develop common grade-level assessments 
have not been a focus. See Table 4 for a comparison of the 2015 and 2016 PARCC scores for 
Prairie View School District and the state. When comparing Prairie View School District to five 
neighboring elementary districts, its PARCC composite score was higher than three districts with 
5%-9% more students meeting or exceeding at Prairie View, but its scores were lower than two 
districts with 2%-6% fewer students meeting and exceeding. Of the surrounding districts, Prairie 
View students achieved above the average for the area schools.  
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Table 4 
 
PARCC Assessment Results: District and State  
Year Composite 
district 
Composite 
state 
ELA  
district 
ELA 
state 
Math 
district 
Math  
state 
 
2015 47% 33% 50% 38% 44% 28% 
 
2016 48% 34% 50% 36% 45% 31% 
 
The district operates on an $80 million budget annually and in 2016, spent $8,871 per 
student on instruction and $15,945 per student operationally. Table 5 provides district data for 
Prairie View School District in comparison to the state from the 2016 Illinois School Report 
Card and the ISBE (Illinois State Board of Education, 2016a). 
Table 5 
District/State Comparison Data, Case One: Prairie View School District  
Data Prairie View   State of Illinois  
Number of schools (PreK-8) 10 3,359 
Student enrollment 4,958 2.1 million 
Total FTE teachers  341 130,000 
Teacher retention rate 90% 85.8% 
Average teacher salary $74,125 $63,450 
Teachers w/master’s degree or higher        80.7% 61.4% 
Student-to-teacher ratio 15:1 19:1 
Total school admin 16 7,456 
Average admin salary $117,567 $103,634 
Student-to-admin ratio 310:1 1757:1 
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I completed three site visits in Prairie View School District including the district office, 
Thompson Intermediate School, and Meadowcrest Jr. High School. The first site visit was to the 
Prairie View district office to tour the facility and interview the superintendent and assistant 
superintendent. The subsequent site visits were to the Thompson and Meadowcrest schools for a 
tour with the building principals.  
Upon arriving at the main entry on the first floor of the Prairie View district office, 
visitors are greeted by a receptionist. The office is a new construction, two-story building with 
large windows and individual offices. The lobby is decorated with flags, professional art, and 
photos of the schools. This space is shared by Prairie View School District employees and the 
local high school district central office employees. The second floor houses the offices and 
conference rooms for Prairie View School District. The upstairs is comprised of individual office 
spaces and cubicles. Because the building is not attached to or located near the district’s schools, 
no students, principals, or teaching staff were observed at this office, nor was there evidence of 
student work. The office atmosphere is sterile, quiet, and business-like. The site-visit tour led to 
few observational notes that were included in or relevant to this study. The distance between the 
district office and the two schools in this study was just over five miles, which may contribute to 
the emergent theme of needing more face-to-face time between the principals and superintendent 
during the evaluation process.                            
Principal Evaluator/Superintendent 
The superintendent and main principal evaluator in Prairie View School District, Dr. 
Sally Jones, has been in education for 26 years, 8 of which have been spent as a district 
administrator. The secondary evaluator in Prairie View School District is Mr. Douglas Torres. 
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Mr. Torres provides evidence collected from informal observations of principals and assistance 
with student-growth goals. Table 6 provides an overview of the two district-level leaders who are 
principal evaluators for Prairie View School District.  
Table 6 
Demographic Summary of Participants – District-Level Evaluators 
Identifiers Participant A Participant B 
Name Dr. Sally Jones Mr. Douglas Torres 
Title Superintendent Assistant superintendent 
District Prairie View Prairie View 
Gender Female Male 
Years in current role 2 2 
Years as district admin 8 2 
Years in education  26 14 
 
Dr. Jones has been the superintendent of Prairie View School District for the past 2 years. 
She has also served as a teacher, athletic director, assistant principal, principal, and assistant 
superintendent in various districts in Illinois. Dr. Jones earned a Bachelor of Arts degree in 
elementary education, master’s degree in general administration, and doctoral degree in 
educational leadership. This is the first job in which she has served as a principal evaluator. Dr. 
Jones reported that she is the sixth superintendent at Prairie View in the last 10 years. She said, 
“There has been a change of superintendent about every 2 years or so, and this has caused some 
inconsistencies with initiatives that have begun and then stopped abruptly.”  Dr. Jones reported 
that the changes began with a shift in the board of education and a change in philosophy of 
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district priorities.  Regarding when Dr. Jones began her tenure as superintendent in 2014 at 
Prairie View School District, she reported, “Our principal evaluation system was not PERA-
compliant. I brought with me a process that we had used in a prior district that seemed to fit the 
needs of Prairie View.” Dr. Jones reported that she was happy to put a process in place and felt 
confident in doing so because she had completed the module training approved by the State of 
Illinois created by Growth Through Learning-Teachscape. Based on PERA administrative rules, 
beginning September 1, 2012, an evaluator shall not conduct a performance evaluation of a 
teacher, principal, or assistant principal unless he/she has successfully completed the state- or a 
district-developed prequalification training program and passed the state assessment 
(Performance Evaluation Reform Act, 2010). The Illinois Performance Evaluation Growth 
Through Learning Partnership Group developed the prequalification training program and 
assessments that were offered through online, self-paced modules (Growth Through Learning, 
n.d.). Dr. Jones reported that the online modules took at least a week to complete along with the 
assessments. “I learned about the policy mandates, leadership standards, and research behind 
evaluation. It was well worth the week I spent online. I didn’t know much about the requirements 
of law until I completed the first module.” Dr. Jones also noted that she participated in external 
training about evaluation through the regional office of education for the county in which she is 
employed. She attended a full-day training on PERA which addressed teacher and principal 
evaluation. Dr. Jones said,  
This initial training was more of an overview of law and highlights of the difference 
between the state-model components and a district-created model. Shortly after arriving 
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at the district and after talking with Doug [Torres], we determined we would create our 
own process for principal evaluation using the state recommendations. 
Dr. Jones reported that the Teachscape modules, which took her more than 20 hours, and the 
one-day training in her county were the only trainings she received devoted to principal 
evaluation. She attended 1 day of additional training about evaluation, but that professional 
development was devoted to teacher evaluation and student growth.  
Prior to my asking the first meeting question, Dr. Jones relayed that she was thrilled to be 
a part of this research study because as a former principal, she felt the evaluation process was 
extremely important. She shared that the process she underwent as a principal was significantly 
different, and the feedback she more recently received from her evaluator daily was much more 
helpful than the checklist she previously received at the end of each year. I asked Dr. Jones to 
elaborate on what the checklist entailed; from what she remembered, it was about managerial 
tasks more than a reflection of leadership or progress advancing student achievement. She 
stressed that being evaluated as a principal “back then, was so very different than our process 
since the passage of PERA.” Dr. Jones also noted that when she served as a principal, “there was 
no emphasis on student growth in my summative evaluation, as is today.” The difference she 
noted from the old process to the new was a higher level of expectations and attention to learning 
as opposed to managerial tasks. Dr. Jones said, “The true focus should be on students, improving 
their learning opportunities, and raising achievement levels.”  
In addition to the evidence Dr. Jones collects from her informal and formal observations, 
for principal evaluations she relies on input from the assistant superintendent of learning for 
additional evidence specific to goal setting.  Dr. Jones explained that Douglas Torres oversees 
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curriculum and assessment so he has the “expertise surrounding student achievement data” that 
is needed to set student-growth goals. Dr. Jones shared, “Doug creates a detailed spreadsheet that 
highlights all students’ assessment data and student subgroups in the district.” She explained that 
he provides this information to her and the principals to help them write growth goals. He often 
completes informal observations of principals as well. This information may be used in the 
summative evaluation of the principals. Dr. Jones stated, “as long as Douglas provides written 
feedback to our principals and includes me on those emails, I generally will include this 
information in the summative evaluation.” This evidence she uses is in addition to the 
observational data she collects during her informal and formal observations of principals.  
Mr. Torres, assistant superintendent for Prairie View School and secondary principal 
evaluator, has been an educator for the last 14 years. He has served as an elementary teacher, 
assistant principal, principal, and assistant superintendent. Mr. Torres has an undergraduate 
degree in secondary education, a master’s degree in general administration, and is working to 
complete a doctoral degree in educational leadership. Mr. Torres has completed his 
superintendent endorsement, principal evaluation modules through the state as required, and is 
deemed a qualified evaluator. He has been working in the capacity of assistant superintendent 
and district-level administrator for 2 years, though he has worked in the district longer as a 
building administrator.  
Mr. Torres does not complete formal observations for principals but does assist with 
informal evaluations and with the goal-setting process. He describes goal setting as a 
“collaborative process” between the formal evaluator and the principal, with input from him. Mr. 
Torres oversees assessment of students in the district and provides all of this data to the 
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superintendent for review. He stated, “Each year, I compile a data spreadsheet showing 
achievement data for all students and subgroups. I share this information with our principals and 
superintendent. Dr. Jones and I then select the areas of focus for the principals.” During the goal-
setting process, Mr. Torres provides student achievement data to the superintendent, selects 
specific goal areas, and then the superintendent and principal write a goal that fits the identified 
goal area. This goal then becomes the student-growth goal for both the principal and assistant 
principal for each building. The assistant principals are not a part of this conversation but use the 
goals that are set by the superintendent and principals. Dr. Jones and Mr. Torres together decided 
this was the best approach to including student growth but not “overwhelming” the principals 
with disaggregating the data. This was decided at the district level and then presented to the 
principals as the new process they would follow.  
Mr. Torres reported,  
This (evaluation) is a cumbersome process for one person to evaluate 10 principals in 10 
different schools. The amount of detail and attention is lengthy and time-consuming. I am 
able to give input into evaluations for our principals and help to develop goals, but feel I 
could be of much more of assistance if my role as an evaluator in the district expanded.  
Prairie View Schools 
  
The second site visit in the Prairie View School District was at Thompson Intermediate 
School which houses 620 third- through fifth-grade students and 34 full-time teachers. The 
school has two administrators: a principal and assistant principal. The ethnic/racial demographics 
of the school are provided in Table 7. The student population is 68% White, 10% Black, 11% 
Hispanic, and 7% Asian, and the staff is 96% White and 3% Hispanic.  
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Table 7 
Racial/Ethnic Demographics of Students: Thompson and Meadowcrest    
Racial/Ethnic diversity Thompson Meadowcrest  
White 68% 74% 
 
Black 10% 7% 
 
Hispanic 11% 8% 
 
Asian 7% 9% 
 
American Indian 0% 0% 
 
Two or more races 3% 2% 
 
Pacific Islander 0% 0% 
   
 
Fifty-three percent of the students at Thompson were meeting or exceeding on the 2016 
PARCC assessment compared to only 34% at the state level. The school scored higher in English 
language arts than in math, with 9% more students meeting or exceeding (see Table 8).  
The school was built in 1998 and has a modern feel to it. When entering the school, the 
foyer is large, bright, and spacious. The walls are filled with colorful artwork created by the 
students of Thompson. There is no sign of a building mission or vision when first entering the 
building. The office is staffed with a secretary and clerical assistant who both greeted me upon 
entry and swiftly notified the building principal of my arrival. The office contains a bulletin 
board for parents to see important information, and children’s books are on display for visitors. 
The atmosphere of the office can be described as professional, yet friendly. The hallways display 
student projects, tests, and artwork that were completed by the Thompson students.  
The third site visit in the Prairie View School District was to Meadowcrest Jr. High 
School which houses 750 sixth- through eighth-grade students and 48 full-time teachers. The 
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school has two administrators: a principal and assistant principal. The ethnic/racial demographics 
of the school are provided in Table 7. The student population is 74% White, 7% Black, 8% 
Hispanic, and 9% Asian, and the staff is 96% White. Forty-seven percent of the students at 
Thompson were meeting or exceeding on the 2016 PARCC assessment compared to only 34% at 
the state level. The school scored higher in English language arts than in math, with 4% more 
students meeting or exceeding (see Table 8). 
Table 8 
 
PARCC 2016 Assessment Results: Thompson and Meadowcrest  
School  Composite  ELA school Math school 
 
Thompson 53% 58% 49% 
 
Meadowcrest 47% 50% 46% 
 
The school was built in 1996 and has a more traditional look of a junior high school. 
Upon entering the foyer, the school mascot is proudly displayed, and the school mission states 
that they “strive to meet the educational needs crucial to the development of today’s adolescent 
students.” The vision is located in the school office, stating that they have developed a clear 
vision to work as a professional learning community to implement best practices in the 
classroom and raise student achievement. The office staff greeted me as I entered and a second 
adult that arrived after me. The staff was friendly and professional. The principal of the building 
provided a tour of the school that included classrooms, the cafeteria, gymnasium, orchestra 
room, and the hub of the school, the library. The hallways are lined with student lockers, leaving 
little space to display student-created work or art. The student spaces such as the library and 
classrooms are filled with work that was completed by the students of Meadowcrest.  
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Principals 
 
 Both principals from Prairie View were evaluated during the 2015-2016 school year 
cycle and after by Dr. Jones with input from Mr. Torres using the new Illinois evaluation process 
but had been evaluated under PERA using different tools since 2012 (Performance Evaluation 
Reform Act, 2010). The principals were interviewed and shared evaluation documents from their 
most recent evaluation. Table 9 provides a demographic overview of both principals. Debbie 
Smith, the principal at Thompson School, has been in education for 22 years. She has an 
undergraduate degree in elementary education and a graduate degree in general administration. 
She started as an elementary teacher, then served 10 years as a building and principal director of 
support services. Mrs. Smith has been at Prairie View School District and Thompson for 1 year. 
Though this is her first year in the district, Mrs. Smith was very knowledgeable about the 
principal evaluation process because the district she previously worked at had a “strong system 
supported by professional development.” Mrs. Smith said,  
The previous district I came from has been using a principal evaluation model linked to 
the ISSLC and Illinois Performance Standards for School Leaders for years. My former 
superintendent was proactive and heavily supported evaluation, so he implemented a new 
process prior to the implementation date of PERA.  
Mrs. Smith is evaluated using the new principal evaluation model and, in turn, evaluates 
the assistant principal in her building using the same process.  
 John Green, the principal at Meadowcrest School, has been in education for 12 years. He 
has worked in the district all 12 years as a teacher, assistant principal, and now the principal of 
the building. Mr. Green has an undergraduate degree in middle school education and a graduate 
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degree in leadership. He has been a building principal for the last 3 years and has been evaluated 
with this new process for the past 2 years. Mr. Green evaluates the assistant principal at 
Meadowcrest using the same process that he is evaluated with. He is a strong advocate for 
spending quality time reflecting on his craft and providing feedback to the people he evaluates in 
order to strengthen their capacity. Mr. Green stated, “I am a reflective thinker and provide 
constructive feedback to my assistant principal. In turn, I seek out the same for myself from the 
superintendent.”  
Table 9 
Demographic Summary of Participants – Building Principals in Prairie View 
Identifiers Participant A Participant B 
Name Debbie Smith John Green 
Title Principal Principal 
School  Thompson school Meadowcrest school 
Gender Female Male 
Years in current role 1 3 
Years in building admin 10 5 
Years in education  22 12 
 
Performance Evaluation 
Prairie View School District conducts performance appraisals of its principals and 
assistant principals based upon professional practice, which includes professional goals, student 
growth, and locally defined managerial and operational competencies. Professional practice, 
which comprises 50% of the final summative rating, is based on the Illinois Performance 
Standards for School Leaders, with related professional goals selected in accordance with the 
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Prairie View District operational plan (Illinois Performance Standards for School Leaders, 2012). 
While all IPSSL standards are considered in the evaluation process, a principal selects two 
standards upon which to formulate professional-growth goals. The ratings for each of these 
selected standards and accompanying professional-growth goals are weighted when calculating 
the rating for professional practice. Student-growth targets are selected in accordance with the 
district’s operational plan and comprise 30% of the final summative rating. Managerial and 
operational competencies comprise 20% of the final summative rating.  
The superintendent of Prairie View School District self-reports that the district is 
compliant with all aspects of PERA (Performance Evaluation Reform Act, 2010). During a 
meeting interview, I asked the superintendent how she came to understand and make sense of the 
policy surrounding principal evaluation. Dr. Jones reported that she first heard of PERA and the 
need to implement a new performance evaluation system for principals through guidance 
provided by the ISBE and state superintendent. She said that the initial guidance came 
electronically from the ISBE. Her initial understanding came through reading the guidance, but 
she reported, “I didn’t have a full understanding of the policy or how we would implement the 
new process initially. That came with training and in talking with other superintendents who 
were in the same boat.”  Dr. Jones explained that Module 1 of the Growth Through Learning-
Teachscape training was devoted to understanding the “ins and outs” of PERA for principals. 
She said that guidance was released through a professional association she is a member of, The 
School Superintendent Association (AASA), that was equally as helpful in building her 
understanding of PERA. Additionally, she meets once a month with regional superintendents to 
talk about relevant issues, and the group added performance evaluation of principals to the 
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agenda several times prior to the new process’s implementation. Dr. Jones admitted, “Though the 
training and guidance were very helpful to me, I had a better understanding of PERA when I 
came back and talked through the implementation with Doug [assistant superintendent]. 
Together we agreed on how we would implement a new process.” When asked if the district’s 
principals were a part of this discussion or decision, Dr. Jones stated,  
I wish they were, but we only had so much time to develop and implement, so we weren’t 
able to seek their input. The two of us spoke with our network of colleagues and 
administrative friends from other districts to get their input. 
Evaluation Timeline and Components  
 Upon in-depth meeting interviews and document review with both principals and 
evaluators in Prairie View School District, there is a clear evaluation process and timeline that is 
consistent for all 10 principals (see Table 10). There are six assistant principals in the district 
who follow the same process when being evaluated by the building principal. An evaluation 
timeline is printed on the first page of the performance evaluation packet that is given to each 
principal on or before the first day of student attendance. The Principal Summative Evaluation 
packet includes notification of the evaluator, professional-practice-rating rubric, student-growth-
goal-rating rubric, managerial/operational-competencies rubric, and finally a summative 
calculation with a signature line for both principal and evaluator.  
Table 10 
Evaluation of Principals: Prairie View School District Performance – Timeline 
Requirement Completion Timeline       
Explanation of process July 
 
Written notice of evaluation On or before the first day of student attendance 
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Table 10 (cont.) 
Goal-Setting conference On or before October 1 
Informal observations October 1-February 28 
Formal observation #1 October 1-February 18 
Written feedback to principal Within 10 days of observation 
Self-Assessment Prior to February 1 
Summative performance rating Prior to March 1 
 
Evaluation Tool and Rubric  
 The tool utilized by Prairie View School District principals and evaluators is provided in 
print and electronic format. The first page includes a short two-paragraph overview of the 
evaluation process for principals and assistant principals. Also included on the front page is the 
timeline for completion of each component. The professional-practice rubric, which accounts for 
50% of the total evaluation, includes an adapted version of the IPSSL with its six domain 
headings and 3-8 components of each domain. There are four ratings listed: Excellent (4), 
Proficient (3), Needs Improvement (2), and Unsatisfactory (1). The descriptors for each rating 
are not provided on the evaluation rubric. Dr. Jones stated, “I believe my principals are very 
familiar with what the difference is between each rating, so we did not include that language.” 
The six domains together account for 50% of the overall summative evaluation, but the domains 
are not weighted equally. The domains that each principal is rated on are (a) living a mission and 
vision focused on results, (b) leading and managing systems change, (c) improving teaching and 
learning, (d) building and maintaining collaborative relationships, (e) leading with integrity and 
professionalism, and (f) creating and sustaining a culture of high expectations. Domains (a) and 
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(b) are weighed at 30% each, and domains (c)-(f) are weighed at 10% each. Domains (a) and (b) 
account for a larger weight because they are the focus of the work of the principals and the 
district. Dr. Jones explained,  
When I was hired by the board of education, they set goals with me which my 
administrative team is working toward too. There has been no clear mission, vision, or 
strategic plan in the past and there are many system changes and shifts that we need to 
make as a district.  
 The summative evaluation also includes managerial and operational competencies that 
are not a requirement of PERA but have been found to be important by Dr. Jones in evaluating 
her staff. There are 11 competencies that the principals are evaluated on using the same four-
category rating scale of Excellent, Proficient, Needs Improvement, and Unsatisfactory. The 
rubric does not include descriptors or examples of the four categories. The 11 components are 
averaged to get an overall rating on this portion of the evaluation. The 11 competencies are (a) 
demonstrates loyalty to the superintendent and fellow leadership-team members; (b) prepares in 
advance for leadership-team meetings and actively contributes to discussions; (c) completes 
reports, projects, and tasks appropriately and in a timely manner; (d) prepares in advance for 
board of education meetings and reports appropriate information clearly and succinctly; (e) 
exercises fiscal responsibility and manages allocated budget appropriately;  (f) uses effective 
personal written and oral communication skills; (g) shares responsibilities for supervising 
various school functions; (h) effectively interprets and implements board policies, administrative 
procedures, and collective bargaining agreements; (i) is highly visible and accessible to staff, 
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parents, students, and community; (j) effectively manages conflict; and (k) responds 
appropriately to constructive feedback. 
During the first year of implementation, the principals wrote three professional goals and 
one student-growth goal. After that cycle of evaluation, the superintendent and principals felt 
that four goals were too lofty, so they shifted to writing two professional goals and one student-
growth goal. The professional goals are not weighted in the summative calculation but can be 
used as evidence in the professional-practice ratings. The student-growth goal accounts for 30% 
of the overall rating and must include two assessments of either Type 1 or 2. A Type I is a 
reliable assessment that measures a certain group or subset of students in the same manner with 
the same potential items. This assessment is scored by a non-district entity and is administered 
either statewide or beyond Illinois. A Type 2 is any assessment adopted and approved for use by 
the school district and used on a districtwide basis by all teachers in a given grade or subject 
area. The student-growth planning sheet includes writing the goal in SMART (specific, 
measurable, attainable, relevant, time-bound) format and developing an action plan with 
responsibilities, timelines, resources, possible barriers, and a communication plan.  
Principal-Evaluator Perceptions 
Three times during the meeting interview, Dr. Jones expressed that principal evaluation is 
“imperative to developing instructional leaders” and how important it was to her to make the 
process meaningful for her principals. Though she was supportive of developing and 
implementing the new process, Dr. Jones expressed her concern regarding the amount of time 
she devotes to evaluation. She said, “In a district this size, it is almost impossible to implement 
all of this (components of PERA) on my own. It is very time-consuming, and I have other 
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responsibilities as well.” She is well aware of all of the components that are mandated by PERA 
but says she struggles to find the time to implement them on her own (Performance Evaluation 
Reform Act, 2010). Dr. Jones articulated her understanding during the interview and attributes 
her knowledge of evaluation to training she has received and from working with other 
superintendents. She attended a training academy for 1 day at the regional office of education for 
her county, which is where she was able to gain a better understanding of the policy and the 
mandated components of PERA by listening to the presenter and also by talking with the other 
superintendents. Dr. Jones reported that the new principal evaluation process was rolled out with 
her administrative team in July, months prior to implementation in the upcoming school year. 
She said,  
I felt rushed in my previous district because the timeline given to us by the state was very 
short to implement a new principal evaluation. PERA was passed in 2010.  I first heard 
about the mandate for reworking our principal evaluation from our law firm and then 
from the state board of education through the state superintendent but had a small 
window to complete the task. We had to implement by 2012 and were given a much 
longer timeline to implement a new process for teacher evaluation. We had a full 
implementation date of 2016 for teachers, which gave us 6 years but less than 2 to 
understand PERA and implement the principal portion.  
Dr. Jones articulated that when she came to the district, a principal evaluation process 
that was PERA-compliant was not in place; she attributes this to the turnover in superintendents 
during the initial implementation years.  She had implemented the process in her previous district 
just prior to coming to Prairie View so called upon her resources to implement a similar process 
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after collaborating with the Prairie View assistant superintendent. The district administrators, 
superintendent, and assistant superintendent explained the new process during a principal council 
meeting to the 10 principals and six assistant principals who were to be evaluated with the new 
system. Mr. Torres reported that no input was given by the principals or assistant principals 
when developing the timelines or components of the evaluation. He said, “We were out of 
compliance and needed to implement an evaluation system quickly, so we weren’t able to gather 
input from the principals.” He did note that he “wished that the principals could have been a part 
of development, but it just wasn’t possible.” The training for the new system lasted 
approximately 1 hour prior to implementation.  
Dr. Jones explained that the new process is a “much more systematic process than in the 
past.”  Dr. Jones seeks input from Mr. Torres, when setting goals with the principals. The 
administrative team, consisting of district-level and school-level administrators, meets once per 
month, but the topic of principal evaluation is not an agenda topic because individual meetings 
between principals and the evaluators occur throughout the year. Dr. Jones reported that each 
principal’s performance evaluation includes a self-assessment, goal setting, informal and formal 
observations, student-growth data, and professional-practice ratings with managerial tasks. She 
stated, “my principals keep portfolios of their work that I include in the professional-practice 
rating. They are able to showcase their strengths in each domain area and also provide evidence 
for events I am not able to observe.” Dr. Jones stated that she formally observes each principal 
twice per year and informally about once per month, which all include feedback. When Dr. Jones 
was asked how often she talks and meets with her principals for the purpose of evaluation, she 
reported, “all the time.” She said that they meet prior to the start of the year, for the goal-setting 
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conference, after each observation, and for the summative conference. In addition, she stated, “I 
speak with each of them through email or phone at least once per week. I really know what my 
administrators are up to.” Dr. Jones reported that her meetings with administrators are collegial, 
there is back-and-forth discussion on what she is observing and how the principals feel they are 
progressing as leaders.  
Principal Perceptions: Thompson 
 Mrs. Smith, principal at Thompson School, was well versed in the evaluation process 
when answering questions during the meeting interview and had been evaluated as a principal in 
three school districts previously, so her perspective is broader than the other study participants. 
Mrs. Smith explained the process in detail as it is listed on the district timeline. She talked about 
notification prior to the first day of school: “Dr. Jones notifies the principals and sends the 
electronic templates.” The first goal-setting meeting is set by the principal at the school building 
and includes the development of the professional goals and student-growth goal. This meeting 
typically lasts no more than 1 hour. Mrs. Smith considers the professional goal-setting process as 
collaborative. She worked with her 80 staff, and they identified three areas of focus. From the 
information that Mrs. Smith identified with her staff, two professional goals were then written 
that she is using to grow professionally.  Mrs. Smith is still working to learn the culture and 
develop the climate since she is new to the district. Mrs. Smith stated,  
The student-growth goal is not a collaborative process at all. I was given data and a goal 
area that both my assistant principal and I share. I create the action plan and carry out the 
steps, and the growth counts for both my evaluation and my assistant principal. This 
doesn’t seem right. 
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Mrs. Smith explained that the data and goal area are chosen for her.  The growth target is 
selected for her by the superintendent and assistant superintendent. She is able to write her own 
goal in a measurable format but has no input on the area or target.  She went on further to explain 
that the student-growth portion of the evaluation is not aligned to PERA requirements 
(Performance Evaluation Reform Act, 2010).  
Our rubric states we will use two assessments for our growth goal, and we don’t have two 
assessments in the district to use. When I first started here, we only had MAP data from 
the winter and Fountas and Pinnell CBM data which gives us a reading level. It was 
tricky for me when I came because we aren’t so data-rich. I came from a district with so 
much student data. So, I only used my Fountas and Pinnell data for one grade level and 
set a target for growth. I know this isn’t right, but we don’t have any other data that is 
[sic] accessible at this time. 
Mrs. Smith talked of the informal and formal observations and how feedback is given. 
She stated, “Feedback is always written and is given within 10 days. It usually comes through 
email, and typically we don’t sit down and talk about it. I had one in-person meeting after one 
formal.” The informal observation is a walk-through of all of the classrooms with the 
superintendent and principal. The principal is asked to point out the highlights of what she would 
like the superintendent to see. The formal observations are typically when the principal leads a 
staff meeting, parent meeting, or community event. “This cycle, I had one scheduled formal 
observation and two informal walk-throughs. This counted as my three observations for the year, 
but I really should have had another scheduled formal.” When asked if she had a conversation 
related to this with her evaluator, she said,  
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No, I am new and am still trying to figure out the culture. I am not sure I am comfortable 
discussing with my superintendent what is considered a formal and what is really an 
informal. I know in my last district this was not the way it was done. 
Prior to each February 1st, Mrs. Smith sends her student-growth data to the 
superintendent to review along with her self-assessment. At her last summative conference, they 
talked about the student-growth data and reviewed her self-assessment compared to how the 
evaluator was rating her. Mrs. Smith reported that the summative meeting lasted about 1 hour, 
and her evaluation was an accurate picture of her as a leader but, “it was also lacking because I 
have very limited contact with my evaluator.” Mrs. Smith was asked to create a portfolio and 
was hoping to review it prior to the summative conference, but that did not happen. “As a 
principal, I feel the summative [conference] is a very small snapshot of who I am. It is beneficial, 
but I would like more contact with my evaluator and more conversation.” She reports that the 
administrative team meets once per month to cover “district topics,” and she receives weekly 
emails from the superintendent but feels that more time should be devoted to developing her 
skills as an educational leader. The monthly meetings have not been devoted to the topic of 
evaluation besides the initial training on the new process. When asked about training, Mrs. Smith 
said she was trained in her previous district and for 1 hour at the beginning of her first year in 
Prairie View School District. She said, “I really would like to talk with the other principals and 
the superintendent about the rubric and the descriptors.”  When asked what was the most and 
least beneficial aspects of her evaluation, she said,  
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The self-assessment was most beneficial because I am a reflective person, and I grow 
through reflecting. The least beneficial is student growth because it is selected for me, 
and I don’t have much input. It needs to be set collaboratively. 
Principal Perceptions: Meadowcrest School 
When I started the meeting interview with Mr. Green, principal of Meadowcrest School, I 
quickly realized how passionate he was about the evaluation process and growing as an 
administrator. Mr. Green said, “I love constructive feedback, I actually seek it out from my 
colleagues, staff, and evaluator. I am a reflective thinker and personally monitor my daily 
actions.” Mr. Green further explained that he values the evaluation process with his assistant 
principal and his teaching staff. He estimated that he spends approximately 5 hours with his 
evaluator during a cycle and would like additional face time with Dr. Jones. He said he meets 
with her to goal set and have observation-feedback meetings and the final summative meeting. 
Mr. Green reported that he went to a training for the evaluation modules for teachers and 
principals but had very little training on his own process internally at the district level. He 
reported that the assistant superintendent explained the new process during a summer meeting, 
and beyond that, no discussion as a group had taken place since.  
Mr. Green stressed that the new process is much better than the “old tool” and that no 
process is perfect. The old process was not collaborative, and it was just one meeting per year. 
He said, “it is most beneficial when your supervisor sees you on a regular basis.” He would like 
this to increase and hopes to have more time discussing evaluation with the administrative staff 
in Prairie View. Mr. Green said he has kept a portfolio with evidence for the past 2 years. He 
brings the information to his meetings, and he said it has not been reviewed or included in his 
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overall rating. Because he spends so much time putting the evidence portfolio together and 
because he believes it paints a broad picture of what he does as a building leader, he wishes his 
evaluator would take the time to use the information in his summative rating.  
Mr. Green spent most of the time during the meeting interview talking about setting 
goals, as he would like this to be more collaborative. He doesn’t “appreciate the fact” that he 
writes the goal with a detailed action plan after getting data from the central office and his 
assistant principal uses the same goal. Mr. Green also talked about how he has no autonomy in 
selecting his student-growth area and the growth target for his students. He writes his goal and 
develops a plan of action after being given the goal area and target. He felt there should be more 
discussion surrounding the student-growth goal. Mr. Green said the superintendent “graciously 
set up the student growth so that all of the administrators saw success.” He said it has not been a 
challenging goal and believes they need to “dive deeper” into this part of the evaluation process. 
Mr. Green said, “as an instructional leader, I want to see significant growth in the students in my 
school. I don’t want to play it safe so my evaluation looks better.” 
 When asked if the evaluation process for the district is PERA-compliant, Mr. Green 
stated, “On paper, yes; all of the components are listed in our performance packet. In reality, no.”  
I asked him to dive a little deeper and tell me more. He stated that on paper the student-growth 
model asks for two assessments, but they only have used one. Mr. Green also noted that PERA 
requires two formal observations, and informal observations are optional (Performance 
Evaluation Reform Act, 2010). During the last cycle, Mr. Green said he had one formal, planned 
observation with a feedback meeting and two informal observations with feedback that came 
through email.  
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Was I observed three times? Yes, but I really should have had two formal observations 
with preplanning and a post meeting. I understand that the superintendent is very busy 
and has 10 principals to evaluate, so it didn’t happen this year. 
Mr. Green reported during the meeting interview that the most beneficial aspect of the 
evaluation process is receiving critical feedback and reflecting. He said that the least beneficial 
aspect is his student-growth goal because “the bar was set so low so everyone would succeed.” 
Conclusion 
The participants from Prairie View, the superintendent, assistant superintendent, and 
principals, are dedicated educators who want to improve as leaders through the evaluation 
process so they can ensure their students are receiving a quality education. They are committed 
to principal evaluation, but the principals voiced a need to refine their process and understanding.  
Prairie View School District is just short of compliance and of having a shared understanding of 
the principal evaluation process.  With some minor adjustments and additional collaboration, 
they can achieve their desired result. The superintendent and principals gained an understanding 
of PERA and the requirements for principal evaluation through literature provided by the ISBE 
and the PEAC as newsletters sent by the state superintendent and through the ISBE website. The 
PEAC provided resource links and a model performance evaluation process that could be 
adopted by districts or used as a format for creating a district process. The participants also felt 
that the module training conducted by the state through Growth Through Learning – Teachscape 
was a valuable resource to develop a process and understand the components of the law. Where 
the district fell short is in implementing consistently. The principals attributed this to having no 
follow-up training after the initial professional development and also from not spending time as a 
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“district team” to talk about the implementation. The principals felt that training provided 
through the state and regional offices of education was adequate, but training at the district level 
was ‘inadequate” with only 1 hour spent together prior to implementation and then no follow up 
as a team. The principals were seeking additional training on the IPSSL standards and on the 
difference between each rating descriptor. Additionally, they felt there is no shared 
understanding between the superintendent and principals for the student-growth targets. The final 
need for the superintendent and principals is developing a shared understanding of what they, as 
a district, consider informal and formal evaluation. What the principals report about what is 
described in their written process is not the current practice.  
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CHAPTER 5: CASE TWO  
Spring Creek School District – PERA-Compliant and Beyond 
This section presents an in-depth look at the second case study, Spring Creek School 
District. A profile of the district is provided first, then an overview of the schools and the 
administrators, and finally the themes are identified that emerged from the data collected from 
this site. Emergent themes included shared commitments among principals and principal 
evaluators that performance evaluation is of the utmost importance in the continual growth cycle; 
an understanding of timelines related to the evaluation cycle and PERA’s regulations; policy-
implementation consistencies; and a shared understanding of rubrics and descriptors, initial and 
sustained professional development (Performance Evaluation Reform Act, 2010). All principals 
interviewed reported that more time would be helpful for dialogue and continued conversations 
surrounding performance evaluation.  
District Overview 
Spring Creek School District is located in the southern suburbs of Chicago and is 
classified as a large. urban-fringe K-8 elementary school district. The district includes eight 
square miles of land and consists of three schools. There is one primary school, Grades K-2; one 
intermediate school, Grades 3-5 and one middle school, Grades 6-8. In 2016, the three district 
schools served 2,151 students with demographics of 83.6% White, 8.6% Hispanic, 4.8% Asian, 
and 0.7% Black. There are 12% low-income students, 10% with disabilities, and 10% English 
language learners. The attendance rate of students in the district is 96% which is higher than the 
state average attendance, and the mobility rate is 8%.  
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The district employed 110 full-time teachers, three principals, and three assistant 
principals in 2016. The staff race/ethnicity is 100% homogenous with all staff members being 
White. See Table 11 for demographics of both students and teachers in Spring Creek. Sixty-three 
and one half percent of teachers have earned a master’s degree or higher; the average salary of 
all teachers is $63,578 (Illinois Report Card, 2016). The average administrator salary in the 
district is $112,401, and the retention rate of all staff is 85%. 
Table 11 
 
Racial/Ethnic Demographics of Students/Staff: Spring Creek  
Racial/Ethnic diversity Students Teachers 
White 83.6% 100% 
 
Black 0.7% 0.0% 
 
Hispanic 8.6% 0.0% 
 
Asian 4.8% 0.0% 
 
American Indian 0.1% 0.0% 
 
Two or more races 2.1% 0.3% 
 
Pacific Islander 0.0% 0.0% 
 
During the past 10 years, Spring Creek School District has had three superintendents 
leading the district and schools. Prior to the last 10 years, there had been longevity in the job of 
superintendent in Spring Creek. An indiscretion related to one superintendent had led to a 
midyear vacancy, an interim superintendent for 1 ½ years, and then Dr. Wells was hired. The 
superintendent and principals reported that except for the last several years, the district has had 
stable leadership. The average ratio of students to building principals is 717:1. According to the 
 89 
 
Illinois Report Card, the district has had an average of two principals at the same school over the 
past 6 years.  
The area’s first settlers arrived in 1833 as new immigrants who came with the intent of 
working in the stone quarries and building a canal. In 1836, the village was officially formed, 
and by 1848, there were more than 3,000 residents. The district began in 1869 as a one-room 
schoolhouse in a small, industrial area and has grown to a large, suburban-area district with high 
standards for its schools. The town in which Spring Creek School District is situated had 
approximately 2,000 residents in the early 1830s and grew to 16,895 residents by 2010 (U.S. 
Census Bureau, 2010). The district mission is to provide students with an academic, social, and 
emotional foundation to lead a productive and fulfilling life. Spring Creek School District 
publishes district-improvement goals, a 5-year strategic plan with core values, and school-
improvement plans on its website. Each building staff develops goals in collaboration with their 
school-improvement teams. Yearly, the superintendent partakes makes a state-of-the-district 
presentation to the community and board of education that highlights successes, goals, and 
planned work for the upcoming year. The focus is in four main areas: leadership and 
organization, student-centered focus, curriculum/learning/technology, and communication. Core 
values of the district, which can be found on the website and in all buildings, reflect a focus on 
student engagement, critical thinking, innovation, professional and skilled staff, and fiscal 
responsibility.  
Spring Creek School District scored above the state average on PARCC by typically 
10%-15%. See Table 12 for additional information on state-assessment results for Spring Creek 
and the state of Illinois. When comparing Spring Creek School District to five neighboring 
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elementary districts, its PARCC composite score was higher than three districts with 5%-12% 
more students meeting or exceeding in Spring Creek, was equal to one district, and its scores 
were lower than one district with 3% fewer students meeting and exceeding. Of the surrounding 
districts, Spring Creek students achieved above the average for the area schools. 
Table 12 
 
PARCC Assessment Results: District and State  
Year Composite 
district 
Composite 
state 
ELA  
district 
ELA 
state 
Math 
district 
Math  
state 
 
2015 42% 33% 45% 38% 39% 28% 
 
2016 48% 34% 49% 36% 47% 31% 
  
The district displays a data dashboard on its main website that shows student and staff 
demographics, finances, test scores, and a facilities overview. The district operates on a $25 
million budget annually and in 2015, spent $5,559 per student on instruction and $10,803 per 
student operationally, which is well below the state average. The district test scores are above the 
state average, yet it is spending less on education than the state average. The district boasts that 
involved families, dedicated teachers, and quality instruction are the reason. Table 13 provides 
district data for Spring Creek School District in comparison to the state of Illinois from the 2016 
Illinois Report Card. 
Table 13 
District/State Comparison Data, Case Two: Spring Creek School District  
Data Spring Creek State of Illinois  
Number of schools (PreK-8) 3 3,359 
Student enrollment 2,151 2 million 
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Table 13 (cont.)  
Total FTE teachers  110 130,000 
Teacher retention rate 85% 85.8% 
Average teacher salary $63,758 $63,450 
Teachers w/master’s degree or higher        64% 61.4% 
Student-to-teacher ratio 24:1 19:1 
Total school admin 6 7,456 
Average admin salary $112,401 $103,634 
Student-to-admin ratio 215:1 1757:1 
 
I completed three site visits in Spring Creek School District including the district office, 
Park Primary School, and Kildare Middle High School. The purpose of the site visit to Spring 
Creek district office was to tour the facility and interview the superintendent who is the sole 
principal evaluator. The subsequent site visits were to the two schools that were a part of this 
case study. 
Spring Creek district office is attached to Kildare Middle High School. The office is on 
one floor and consists of an open entryway with a receptionist in the center and offices along the 
border of the office. The strategic plan is displayed along with student artwork and resources for 
parents. The strategic plan for the district has five main goal areas: leadership and organization 
goals; student-centered goals; curriculum, instruction, classroom-technology goals; community, 
partnership, outreach goals; and operational goals. Within the leadership and organization goals, 
specific objectives and an action plan exist in the areas of professional development and 
evaluation of staff.  
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When entering the district office, visitors are greeted by a receptionist. The office walls 
have photos of the schools and educational artwork. The office is small, yet warm and inviting. 
The district logo and mascot are both visible in the district office window and walls. The district 
office was built in 1997 and has a modern and updated feel though it is 20 years old. The 
interview with the superintendent took place in her office, so her evaluation documents were 
easily available to share with me. The superintendent’s office has a business feel but also has 
hand-written letters from students and projects displayed in frames on the walls and her desk that 
had been created by students.  
Principal Evaluator/Superintendent 
 Dr. Teresa Wells, superintendent and sole principal evaluator in Spring Creek School 
District, has been in education for 17 years, 5 of which have been spent as a district 
administrator. Dr. Wells has been the superintendent of the Spring Creek district for the past 2 
years. She has also served as a middle school and high school English teacher, assistant principal 
of a middle school, and principal of a middle school in various districts in Illinois. Dr. Wells 
earned a Bachelor of Arts degree in speech communication and English education, master’s 
degree in education administration, and doctorate degree in educational leadership. Dr. Wells has 
also worked as an adjunct professor at two universities in the college of education. This is the 
second year she has served as a principal evaluator. Regarding when Dr. Wells began her tenure 
in the district as superintendent in 2014, she reported,  
A performance evaluation process was in place when I came to Spring Creek, but it 
wasn’t where I wanted it to be. I brought in a retired superintendent who was a member 
of PEAC to work with the team to fine-tune our model and to train our administrative 
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staff. My job as superintendent is to hire, retain, and develop the administrative staff so 
that we have the finest instructional leaders in our schools. 
Dr. Wells was well-versed in the law surrounding evaluation of principals in Illinois, research on 
educational leadership, and what it takes to implement a new process. Dr. Wells described 
herself as a “systems thinker” and “strategic planner.” She knew that making changes to the 
process that the principals were using would require training and not just what she called “one-
shot professional development.” Dr. Wells stressed how important she felt it was to work as an 
administrative team and attend training as a group to gain an understanding of the law and the 
new evaluation process that was being implemented in Spring Creek.  Table 14 provides a 
demographic overview of the superintendent and principal evaluator in Spring Creek School 
District.  
Table 14 
 
Demographic Summary of Participants – District-Level Evaluator 
 
Identifiers  Participant C 
Name Dr. Teresa Wells 
Title  Superintendent 
District Spring Creek 
Gender Female 
Years in current role 2  
Years in district admin 5 
Years in education 17 
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Spring Creek Schools  
The second site visit in the Spring Creek School District was to Park Primary School. 
Park was built in 1970 and houses 607 students in kindergarten through Grade 2. The school has 
two administrators: a principal and assistant principal. The ethnic/racial demographics of the 
school are provided in Table 15. The student population is 84.8% White, 0.7% Black, 6.6% 
Hispanic, and 4.3% Asian, and the staff is 100% White.  
Table 15 
 
Racial/Ethnic Demographics of Students: Park and Kildare    
Racial/Ethnic diversity Park Kildare  
White 84.8% 82.6% 
 
Black 0.7% 0.5% 
 
Hispanic 6.6% 10.6% 
 
Asian 4.3% 5% 
 
American Indian 0.2% 0% 
 
Two or more races 3.5% 1.4% 
 
Pacific Islander 0% 0% 
   
 
The mission of the school is visible when you enter the building; its focus is on the whole 
child meeting academic, social-emotional, and physical needs. The entry is bright and colorful, 
displaying a hand-painted mural that is welcoming to everyone who enters the building. The 
mural depicts greetings in several languages that are common to the school’s culture. The office, 
hallways, and classrooms are filled with student work. Each student-work display includes the 
state standards that were taught as part of the assignment or project. I noted during the site visit 
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that I saw the district strategic plan posted in seven areas in the school. The school mission and 
goals are posted in the office area as well. The office staff greeted me and asked me to sign in. 
The office staff was friendly and provided me with a copy of a state-of-the-district presentation 
to read while I waited. Because the school is a K-2 site, no PARCC data are available for Park 
students.  
The third site visit was to Kildare Middle School which was built in 1997 and houses 815 
students in Grades 6-8. The school has two administrators: a principal and assistant principal. 
The ethnic/racial demographics of the school are provided in Table 15. The student population is 
82.6% White, 0.5% Black, 10.6% Hispanic, and 5% Asian, and the staff is 100% White. The 
mission of the school and mascot are clearly posted in the foyer and visible upon entry. The 
mission of Kildare is to “inspire students through engaging instruction to become creative 
problem-solvers who responsibly contribute to society and their school.” The students perform 
well above the state performance on PARCC (see Table 16). The composite on PARCC for 
Kildare students is 51% of students meeting or exceeding, and at the state level, only 34% of 
students meet or exceed. The students meeting or exceeding on PARCC ELA outnumber those 
meeting or exceeding in math by 2%.  
Table 16 
 
PARCC 2016 Assessment Results: Kildare  
School  Composite  ELA school Math school 
 
Kildare 51% 51% 49% 
 
Kildare is a middle school, so students move through the building frequently and go back 
and forth to their lockers. There is space above the lockers to display student work such as 
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quizzes, tests, and projects. The hallways and lockers match the school colors, and the mascot is 
displayed in several locations in the school. The students take part in elective classes such as 
music, art, and STEM. Student work from these classes is displayed outside of the electives’ 
classrooms. The school office is adjacent to the district office but has a separate entrance and 
office staff. The staff was warm and friendly upon my arrival. At this site visit, I was able to see 
parents in the office interacting with the office staff, picking up and dropping off items.  
Principals and Assistant Principal 
 
 Two principals and one assistant principal were interviewed as part of the second case 
study site. Originally, only the two principals of the primary and middle schools had agreed to be 
a part of this study. Upon my arrival at Park, the principal asked if her assistant principal could 
be a part of this study as well. The assistant principal was evaluated using the same process as 
the principals, and she had been in the district much longer and had a depth of knowledge about 
the past evaluation models. Both principals from Spring Creek were evaluated during the past 
cycle by Dr. Wells, and the assistant principal at Spring Creek was evaluated by her principal. 
The three building administrators were interviewed and shared evaluation documents with me 
from their last evaluation. Table 17 provides a demographic overview of both principals and the 
assistant principal.  
 Sarah Jones, the principal at Park Primary School, has been an educator for 26 years. She 
has been a building administrator for 18 years and in her current position for 6 years. Prior to 
becoming an administrator, Ms. Jones was a 5th-grade classroom teacher and a middle school 
language arts teacher. She is a qualified evaluator for principals in Illinois and evaluates the 
assistant principal at Park. Evaluators must be prequalified by having successfully completed a 
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program approved by the ISBE. This means that principals evaluating assistant principals and 
superintendents, and any other individuals who conduct evaluations, must be prequalified 
(Illinois State Board of Education, 2016b). Ms. Jones has an undergraduate degree in elementary 
education and a graduate degree in administration. She classifies herself as a “life-long learner 
and lover of books.” This is important because Ms. Jones has read several books on performance 
evaluation and has attended training in her district with the administrative team as well as 
attended outside professional development, as Ms. Jones considers herself as an advocate of a 
sound performance evaluation process for principals. Ms. Jones stated, “I enjoy hearing feedback 
about how I perform as an educator. It is my life. I love what I do and want to get better each 
day!” Ms. Jones evaluates Marla Harris, the assistant principal at Park, and feels that it is easier 
for her to complete the new evaluation process with M. Harris because she has the opportunity to 
informally observe Ms. Harris daily and dialogues with Ms. Harris every chance she gets.  
 Ms. Harris has been an educator for 22 years and has always worked in Spring Creek 
School District. She has been an assistant principal for the past 9 years at Park Primary School. 
She has knowledge of the previous evaluation model that was utilized prior to the arrival of Dr. 
Wells. Ms. Harris said she wasn’t evaluated in her first few years as an assistant principal, and it 
wasn’t until the last few years that she has had performance reviews. She recalled that the first 
time she had a performance evaluation as an administrator was during the 2012-2013 school 
year. She clearly stated,  
It would have been helpful to have support in my first few years and be given feedback. I 
felt like I was learning the role and hoping I was doing a good job. At that time, we rarely 
saw the superintendent in our school. That has changed. 
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Ms. Harris has an early childhood undergraduate degree and an administrative graduate degree in 
leadership.   
 The third interview took place with the principal at Kildare Middle High School, Jeff 
Bailey. Mr. Bailey has been an educator for 16 years, with 11 years as an administrator. Mr. 
Bailey worked in another state as an assistant principal and principal before taking the job as 
principal at Kildare. Mr. Bailey has been in the district for 4 years, and he also evaluates his 
assistant principal using the same process he is evaluated with. Mr. Bailey was a principal and 
teacher at the high school level prior to moving to middle school. His undergraduate degree is in 
high school education, and his graduate degree is in leadership. Mr. Bailey was trained in 
evaluation in another state, which he explained was very similar to the evaluation process he 
currently uses, and then completed the modules in Illinois so he could evaluate the assistant 
principal at Kildare. He feels that evaluating teachers is one of the most important aspects of his 
job and in turn thinks the same of the superintendent’s role in evaluating the building-level 
principals. Table 17 provides an overview of the three building-level study participants from 
Spring Creek School District.    
Table 17 
 
Demographic Summary of Participants – Building Principals and Assistants in Spring Creek 
Identifiers Participant A Participant B Participant C 
Name Sarah Jones Marla Harris Jeff Bailey 
Title Principal Assistant Principal Principal 
School  Park Park Kildare 
Gender Female Female Male 
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Table 17 (cont.) 
Years in current role 6 9 2 
Years as building admin 18 9 11 
Years in education 26 22 16 
 
Performance Evaluation 
When Dr. Wells came to Spring Creek School District in 2014, she reported that an 
evaluation system was in place for principals, but “it wasn’t where she wanted it to be.” Upon 
arriving, she interviewed all stakeholders in the district, and the principals expressed concerned 
about their current evaluation process by explaining that it still wasn’t a collaborative process 
with valuable feedback for them to grow as professionals. Dr. Wells asked a former 
superintendent to assist who was a member of the PEAC for the state of Illinois. She responded 
to the principals’ request for change and asked them to all serve on a committee with the PEAC 
member to reshape their evaluation process. The principals and assistant principals, along with 
Dr. Wells and the PEAC member, worked collaboratively to refine their systems. The group 
reviewed resources provided on the state website related to principal evaluation and looked at 
other districts’ evaluation tools. Dr. Wells described, “We spent many hours together reviewing 
tools and research before crafting our own process.” Spring Creek School District now conducts 
performance appraisals of its principals and assistant principals based upon a framework that is 
aligned with (a) PERA of 2010, (b) Illinois Professional School Leaders Standards (IPSLS), (c) 
Interstate School Leaders Licensure Consortium Standards (ISLLCS), (d) a description of the job 
characteristics and responsibilities of the principal or assistant principal in the school district, and 
(e) the Vanderbilt Assessment of Leadership in Education (VAL ED). The evaluation now 
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considers the job duties and responsibilities, effectiveness as a building manager, and overall 
competence as an education leader. The PEAC member suggested aligning with a local 
university that offered training on the VAL ED survey, which the team of administrators agreed 
to. As part of the process, four performance goals were developed after reviewing the VAL ED 
survey. The VAL ED is a research-based evaluation tool that measures the effectiveness of 
school leaders by providing a detailed assessment of each principal's behaviors. The VAL ED 
rates the leadership abilities using six prompts: (a) high standards for student learning, (b) 
rigorous curriculum, (c) quality instruction, (d) culture of learning and professional behavior, (e) 
connections to external communities, and (f) performance-accountability items.  
The summative evaluation contains a principal’s strengths and weaknesses with 
supporting evidence. The student-growth rating accounts for 30% of the summative rating, with 
60% devoted to professional practice and 10% a self-assessment. The prior evaluation had a 
weighting of 30% for student growth and 70% for professional practice, and the principals felt 
that when they completed their self-assessment, it had not been included in the past. At the 
principals’ request and with the agreement of the superintendent, they made the change to weight 
the self-assessment as 10% of the overall rating. The principals all stressed the importance of 
self-reflection and assessment and even compared them to practices district teachers use with 
students in the classroom. The principals are expected to contribute to the evaluation process by 
engaging in reflective practice throughout the cycle.  
Evaluation Timeline and Components 
 Upon in-depth meeting interviews and document review with both principals and 
evaluators in Spring Creek School District, there is a clear evaluation process and timeline that is 
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consistent for all three principals (see Table 18). There are three assistant principals in the district 
who follow the same process when being evaluated by their building principal. An evaluation 
timeline is printed in a six-page memo that explains the process of evaluation in detail and that is 
given to each principal on or before the first day of student attendance. The Principal Practice 
Evaluation Framework packet includes notification of the evaluator, general requirements, 
definitions of terms, professional-practice-rating rubric, student-growth-goal-rating rubric, and 
finally a summative calculation with a signature line for both principal and evaluator. A separate 
manual is provided to each administrator for the VAL ED 360 survey administration.  
Table 18 
 
Evaluation of Principals: Spring Creek School District Performance – Timeline 
Requirement Completion Timeline Discussion Topics 
Written notice of evaluation  No later than the start of the 
year 
Student growth rubric, 
professional growth rubric, 
summary of manner of 
student growth measures, 
four rating levels 
 
Discussion of student 
assessment metric, targets, & 
goals 
No later than October 1 Determine assessments to 
be used, 
metrics of assessments,  
targets,  
professional goals 4 
 
Formal and informal 
observations 
October 1st-February 28th  Minimum of 2 formal 
observations – feedback 
given in 10 days,  
as many informal 
observations as deemed 
necessary by the evaluator 
 
Self-Assessment Prior to February 1st Self-Assessment must be 
aligned to the rubric used 
to evaluate professional 
practice  
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Table 18 (cont.) 
Summative evaluation  Prior to March 1st  Review self-assessment, 
review professional 
practice rating and overall 
rating, 
review student growth data 
and goal achievement  
 
File copy in personnel 
records 
No later than June 30th  Principal receives a copy 
of the evaluation and one is 
placed in the personnel file 
  
Evaluation Tool and Rubric 
The summative evaluation tool for Spring Creek School District is provided to each 
principal prior to the start of the school year, typically 2 weeks prior. The tool can be accessed 
digitally and in print. The professional-practice rubric is fully aligned to the six IPSLS that 
includes all indicators and descriptors. The tool also provides space under each standard and 
indicator to list strengths and evidence for areas of growth. This portion of the rubric is 
completed by presentation of evidence from informal and formal observations as well as 
evidence that the principal submits which accounts in total for 60% of the overall rating. There is 
a second rubric that mirrors the professional-practice rubric which each principal uses to 
complete a self-assessment that is due prior to February 1st and is discussed in a one-to-one 
meeting between the principal and evaluator. The self-assessment accounts for 10% of the 
overall rating. The next page of the tool contains the target areas for student growth. This 
includes at least two academic assessments, two measurements, and two targets. By October 1st 
of each evaluation cycle, the principal and evaluator mutually agree to the assessments, 
measures, and targets that will be used. If they cannot come to agreement, the evaluator will 
determine the criteria used. This portion of the overall rating accounts for 30% of the evaluation. 
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A clearly defined sample of a model summative evaluation is provided to each principal prior to 
the start of the school year. The superintendent includes the sample to ensure that the principals 
have a model of an exemplary evaluation to model.  
Principal-Evaluator Perceptions 
I spent 2 hours with Dr. Wells during the meeting interview, more than with any other 
study participant. Dr. Wells is a passionate educator and feels that providing quality feedback to 
her principals is one of the “most important tasks” as superintendent. She said, “It is my job to 
help them succeed, not fail. In turn, our teachers and students will succeed. I am invested in 
developing the administrative staff and raising the bar for everyone in Spring Creek.” During the 
meeting interview, Dr. Wells shared all evaluation documents and also a completed evaluation 
with me. She explained the process she goes through when evaluating a principal and the 
timeline she follows. She assured me that the process is PERA-compliant.  
When Dr. Wells first came to the district in 2014, the principal evaluation process as 
mandated by PERA had already been in place for 2 years (Performance Evaluation Reform Act, 
2010). At her previous district, she implemented a process that is similar to Spring Creek’s. Dr. 
Wells talked about how she first learned of PERA requirements and what types of professional 
development added to her understanding of policy mandates. “I distinctly remember reading the 
state superintendent’s newsletter where he outlined PERA and also attending a workshop by our 
law firm that highlighted changes in law. This, of course, was just a brief overview of the 
requirements.” Shortly afterwards, she remembered seeking information from the ISBE website 
on the policy and also what the evaluation process should look like. Dr. Wells completed the 
state-approved module training through Growth Through Learning – Teachscape. Dr. Wells said 
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that leaders of both districts in which she worked as a principal evaluator decided to develop 
their own process instead of adopting the state-provided model. “As a collaborative educator, I 
always take the approach of building our internal systems and process with input from the 
stakeholders who will be a part of the implementation.” Dr. Wells stated that the ISBE provided 
a model to work from and plenty of resources that could be accessed on its website. The two 
districts in which she worked as superintendent were in other counties, so the regional offices of 
education were different. Dr. Wells attended training in both counties and said,  
Administrator Academies were available to us as evaluators in both counties and were 
excellent sources for policy knowledge and what components were mandated by law. 
There was support on how to develop a new process but not on how to implement the 
process within the district. That was something I had to determine on my own and with 
the support of the other district-level administrators. 
Dr. Wells brought in a trainer who was a member of the Illinois PEAC to develop their 
tool and fully train her staff. She also attended a training with her principals at a local university 
for in-depth professional development on performance evaluation and then additional training on 
the VAL ED 360 model. She stated,  
I felt it was extremely important to attend the VAL ED training with the principals, 
though I had been trained previously, so I could show them how important the process is 
to me and that we are in this together. 
In her first year, Dr. Wells hired one new principal who had experience with the VAL ED 
model. The other principals had no experience with the 360-survey approach and were “very 
nervous” according to Dr. Wells. “We had to talk through the purpose of the survey, in depth, 
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because they were skeptical at first. It took several meetings and discussions about the research 
behind the survey to get everyone in the same place.” Dr. Wells said that once all three principals 
and three assistant principals had a shared understanding, then they engaged in outside training.  
Prior to each October 1st, Dr. Wells meets with the principals to set goals in the following 
four areas: organizational, professional, student growth, and VAL ED. The organizational goal is 
common for all administrators and is linked to the strategic plan. Dr. Wells explained the 
professional goal as “What can I do personally to make myself a better principal?” Student-
growth goals are set using two measures by looking at grade levels and subgroups. Dr. Wells 
said that the first year, they set a very easy target to experience success, and in Year 2, they set a 
“stretch goal” that was more challenging. Dr. Wells explained,  
When we first introduced student-growth goals, one principal asked me to prove to her 
numerically that if her student-growth scores were in the tanker that she still could 
achieve a proficient rating overall. At that moment, I knew we needed to have more 
dialogue as a group to truly understand the purpose of the student-growth goals. 
The last goal set addresses an area that is identified through the VAL ED 360 survey. After the 
results are tabulated, each principal shares the data chart with his/her staff, and a goal is set for 
the year.  
Observing the principals is of utmost importance to Dr. Wells; she observes them 
formally once each September and again in January. In addition, she completes a weekly 
walkthrough of each building with the principal to gain an understanding of what is happening in 
the classrooms. Dr. Wells and the principals meet once per month as a group to discuss 
administrative happenings and also evaluation in the district. She meets with each principal 
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individually monthly to review data and progress toward goals. Dr. Wells seeks input from the 
assistant superintendent but ultimately completes the overall evaluation process on her own. Dr. 
Wells said,  
I met with them more frequently in the first year because it was a new process for them. 
We have devoted an incredible amount of time to professional development as a group 
and grappling with the ins and outs of evaluation, yet we have just scratched the surface. 
Principal Perceptions: Park Elementary School 
Principal Jones was skeptical about the new evaluation process with the VAL ED 360 
survey when it was first introduced to her. She had been evaluated before but not with a survey 
component. Ms. Jones shared her thoughts on this component of her evaluation: 
I was very uneasy about the staff rating me in the six areas and this becoming a complaint 
session during the first year. I was trying to raise student achievement, and not all of the 
teachers were with me yet. I worked with them to develop a shared understanding, and 
Year 2 was much easier. I felt much more confident. I spent time during staff meetings 
educating the staff on the VAL ED prompts. We also worked to develop building goals 
that aligned with our mission and vision. After some intense work and collaboration, this 
is definitely a valid process. 
Ms. Jones values the feedback she receives from her evaluator but wishes there was more time 
during the day to meet and talk through her action plan. Ms. Jones said, “Dr. Wells is in the 
building frequently to walk through classrooms with me and share her observations. She 
observes me formally and informally and schedules time to discuss her feedback, but it isn’t as 
much as I would like.”  She explained that she too evaluates using the new principal evaluation 
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process with her assistant principal, and there is value in working with a person and seeing them 
daily. Ms. Jones believes that evaluating using the same process that she is evaluated by has 
enabled her to understand the process and requirements that much better. Ms. Jones fully 
explained to Ms. Harris the timeline for evaluation and the components that were included, just 
as Dr. Wells had explained to her. The terminology both evaluators used was the same such as 
the goal-setting process and the four goals that are set annually. Ms. Jones described the purpose 
of each goal just as Dr. Wells had in the interview meeting with me.  
Ms. Jones and Ms. Harris co-ordinate their evaluation schedule to follow meetings that 
Dr. Wells and Ms. Jones have scheduled. Ms. Jones stated, “Once I set my observation schedule 
with Dr. Wells, I do the same with Marla. We work collaboratively to write our goals so we can 
develop an action plan for the building.” She explained that what has helped tremendously as an 
administrator with a new evaluation process was the in-depth training they received with the 
PEAC member, VAL ED, and at the local university. When asked about the online modules, she 
agreed that they were helpful in order to learn the new law and the components of evaluation, yet 
she felt the training she received with the other principals and her superintendent was what 
helped her to develop a “shared understanding.” When asked what she felt was the strength of 
evaluation, Ms. Jones shared that completing the self-assessment was most valuable, being able 
to collaborate with the principals and superintendent, and also the student-growth goal. When 
asked what she found least beneficial, she said, “Nothing at all, evaluation is such an important 
part of becoming the best I can be. I couldn’t pick something that didn’t help me grow.”  
 When interviewing Ms. Harris, the assistant principal at Park, I was starting to see 
emerging themes soon after the meeting interview started. The questions asked to both principal 
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and assistant were the same, and the answers sounded much the same. Ms. Harris was able to 
fully explain the timelines and components of her evaluation. She said that over her 8 years, the 
process has “evolved into a collaborative and valuable evaluative measure” that was nonexistent 
in the past. She explained that in her first few years as an assistant, she was not evaluated, and 
then later she was evaluated at the end of each year on a checklist of duties.  
What helped me the most was all of the training we had as a group. Our new 
superintendent wants us to be successful, she says it all the time and will support us in 
any way she can. But she has very high standards and keeps us accountable for our 
actions and the growth of our staff and students. 
Ms. Harris said the most beneficial aspect was working toward the same student-growth goal as 
Ms. Jones and seeing the “wonderful progress” the students made. She also noted that going 
through her self-assessment with the principal before the summative meeting was a “great way to 
gain a better understanding of how I see myself and how others see me” and is very beneficial to 
her personal growth. When asked to identify the least beneficial part, she felt nothing stood out.  
Principal Perceptions: Kildare Middle School 
I am fully invested in evaluating my teaching staff and providing valuable feedback to 
enable growth, just as my superintendent Dr. Wells is. Even though this is only my 
second year in the district, I was evaluated under a similar model using VAL ED. 
Mr. Bailey has a diverse background in multiple school districts and was able to speak about the 
shift he has seen in principal evaluation. He spoke of how different evaluation is today than 
when he first started. He remembers his first year and “how different it looked back then” as 
compared to the process since PERA.  
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I’m embarrassed to say, but in my first few years as a principal, I spent little-to-no time 
reviewing student achievement data. What was I doing back then? As I reflect on past 
practice, I realize why laws like PERA have come into existence. 
He explained that the old process wasn’t as “comprehensive or frequent” as current practice. Mr. 
Bailey talked about how planned out and collaborative the goal-setting process is in Spring 
Creek. He explained that during the summer, the administrative team has a summer data retreat 
that is not a part of the evaluation process but “set [sic] the stage for the goals they are going to 
formulate in the fall.” Mr. Bailey provided the four goals for my review and discussed how they 
were written from his past evaluation which included organization, personal, student growth, and 
VAL ED. He explained this as a collaborative back-and-forth with the principals and 
superintendent. He described the tool and timeline that is used for his evaluation and said, “This 
is a good tool, but you must also have a superintendent who is willing to have conversations and 
develop an understanding of the process in the same way.” I asked Mr. Bailey if he had that 
superintendent and how they got to that place. He described the multiple times that the entire 
administrative team dove into conversations related to evaluation, attended training, and how the 
superintendent is always a part of the conversations and professional development. When asked 
what was most beneficial, he replied, “By far, the student-growth aspect and the collaborative 
process and feedback provided by the superintendent.” When asked what was least beneficial, he 
said, “I am stumped for an answer, so I guess I have none.”  
Conclusion 
All study participants from Spring Creek School District were engaged in sharing their 
performance evaluation story during the meeting interviews. They all talked about the 
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importance of evaluation, and they value feedback and the time they spend with each other to 
grow as educators. The district is compliant with policy components, and its leaders have 
implemented the new process consistently across all schools and with all participants and have a 
shared understanding of principal evaluation. They achieved this by participating in state-
approved training, regional training, district training, and by keeping the lines of communication 
open regarding their process. The district- and building-level administrators continue to talk with 
each other about evaluation for both principals, assistant principals, and teachers once per month 
during the administrative council meetings. They report a collaborative atmosphere that provides 
the vehicle for continued discussion about evaluation. They all would like additional time for the 
evaluation process and to continue discussion surrounding improvement. The superintendent 
stated, “At some time soon, we may want to engage in a refresher training on evaluation and then 
complete a review to determine if we want to continue doing what we are or if we need to make 
adjustments.”  
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CHAPTER 6: 
COMPARATIVE SUMMARY AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
In this chapter, I review and comparatively summarize the findings of how 
superintendents and principals in two large, suburban school districts made sense of, understood, 
and implemented new policy concerning the evaluation of principals. As a researcher, I first 
sought to gain understanding of both districts’ principal evaluation process and determine 
whether it was compliant with PERA (Performance Evaluation Reform Act, 2010). Next, I 
pursued how the principals and evaluators made sense of and constructed meaning about the new 
policy. Additionally, I considered how understanding, or lack of understanding, influenced the 
implementation process and shaped practice within the district and with what supports or 
resources the implementation took place. From an evaluator’s perspective, this study focused on 
the implementation of principal evaluation, the components included in the process, timelines, 
and supports or resources that were provided to the principals. From a principal’s perspective, 
this study focused on the role the principal played in implementation, the components included 
in the process, timelines, and supports or resources that were offered to the principals.  
Top-down educational policies have increased significantly in recent years. “In practice, 
education policy demands arguably have become more complex. School systems are now held 
accountable for demonstrable improvements in the academic achievement of all students in ways 
barely imagined just 20 years ago” (M. I. Honig, 2006, p. 1). Key legislation in our nation and in 
Illinois has prompted school leaders to revamp their evaluation systems for both teachers and 
principals. When President Obama signed the ARRA in 2009 (American Recovery and 
Reinvestment Act), more than $4 million were devoted to the RTTT fund for the purpose of 
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improving our schools. The U.S. Department of Education asked states to advance reforms in 
four specific areas: (a) adopting standards and assessments that prepare students to succeed in 
college and the workplace and to compete in the global economy; (b) building data systems that 
measure student growth and success, and inform teachers and principals about how they can 
improve instruction; (c) recruiting, developing, rewarding, and retaining effective teachers and 
principals, especially where they are needed most; and (d) turning around our lowest achieving 
schools. The monetary awards given from RTTT funds went to states that were leading the way 
with ambitious, yet achievable, plans for implementing coherent, compelling, and comprehensive 
educational reform (U.S. Department of Education, 2009). This literally did start a race to get to 
the top for states to develop plans for improvement, and they did this rather swiftly.  
In 2010, PERA was passed in Illinois to address areas (b)-(d) above, which gave Illinois 
an edge to receive the RTTT funds early (Performance Evaluation Reform Act, 2010). PERA 
intended to revamp the evaluation systems, starting with principals and then moving to teachers. 
Both kinds of evaluations would later be built to include a data system to measure student 
growth. By 2012, new principal evaluation systems across Illinois were developed and 
implemented to comply with PERA regulations. Another 3 years passed, and the ESSA was 
signed by President Obama in 2015. This reauthorized the 52-year-old ESEA that once again put 
schools and educators in the spotlight, seeking improved learning opportunities and increased 
achievement of all students (Elementary and Secondary Education Act, 1965).  
As times have changed and focus on student achievement has become paramount, the 
role of a principal has changed from a manager of schools to a true instructional leader. With 
such an emphasis on improving our schools and the principals that lead them, a review of the 
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evaluation process is pertinent to providing sound guidance and support to ensure that policy is 
carried out and improvements can be made across our nation. The research surrounding principal 
evaluation is sparse. It is most surprising that since the state of Illinois passed PERA, the 
majority of research related to evaluation is not about the principal but still focused on teachers.  
Theoretical Framework 
When surveying the research on policy implementation, the current research surrounds 
what gets implemented and what works. M. I. Honig stated, “In such contentious, 
interconnected, and multidimensional arenas, no one policy gets implemented or is successful 
everywhere all the time. On the bright side, some policies are implemented and successful some 
of the places some of the time” (2006, p. 2). The central focus is on what policies are 
implementable instead of under what conditions and with which resources can we best 
implement policy. We know that some policies get implemented the way that legislators intended 
and some do not. Accountability polices and other central directives have limited effect on 
educators in some settings but are significant in other settings (Elmore & Burney, 1997, 
Firestone, Schorr, & Monfils, 2004). Under what conditions and with which resources do 
policies get implemented successfully? M. I. Honig (2006) reminded us of the importance of the 
connection between policies, people, and places. It is how the trio works together to explain the 
implementation of policies that is key to a successful implementation. We cannot funnel our 
energy only into what is implementable but what is implementable and works for whom, where, 
when, and why. We must remember the complexity of policy and whether the implementer has a 
clear and shared understanding. With no clear understanding or limited shared understanding, 
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policies in large school districts with numerous implementers face the challenge of “spotty” or 
inconsistent implementation. 
This shared understanding of policy is something that occurs through sensemaking. 
“Sensemaking involves turning circumstances into a situation that is comprehended explicitly in 
words and that serves as a springboard into action” (Weick, Sutcliffe, & Obstfeld, 2005). This 
always begins with creating situational awareness and then moving to understanding the 
situation. There is a growing body of research in recent years on how teachers draw upon this 
social sensemaking to enact policy in the classroom. Spillane, Reiser, & Reimer referred to this 
as a cognitive approach to implementation (2002). As educators, we think of this as a normal part 
of teaching. Teachers generally work collaboratively to make sense of new directives or policy 
that effect their teaching or classroom. When enacting these policies, our teachers tend to make 
judgments based on prior experience or call upon their personal knowledge base or the 
knowledge of those they work closely with. This type of sensemaking is imperative and needed 
between a principal and evaluator when implementing a new process for performance review.  
Revisiting Research Questions 
This study addressed how policy is imposed from new legislation and how 
superintendents and principals make sense of, understand, and implement that policy. This study 
aimed to understand these perceptions and to gain knowledge of the resources and internal 
structures that support the implementation of a new evaluation policy in hopes to strengthen the 
implementation efforts in school districts across the nation. The two research questions that 
guided this study were shaped and viewed through the policy-implementation-theory work of M. 
I. Honig (2004, 2006) and the research on sensemaking by both K. Weick (1995, 2005) and A. 
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Datnow (2002). The questions were answered from the case study research cases about two 
school districts in Illinois. Those research questions are 
1. How do principals and their evaluators make sense of and construct meaning 
about the new process used in evaluating principals incorporating professional 
practice, student-growth measures, and self-assessment? 
2. How do principals’ and their evaluators’ perceptions influence implementation 
and shape leadership practice? 
A comparative case study using qualitative methods was used to answer these questions.  
Overall Common Findings  
Administrators at Prairie View and Spring Creek school districts have a general 
understanding of PERA components and timelines (Performance Evaluation Reform Act, 2010). 
Findings that were common to both school districts are summarized in this section. All 
administrators reported reading PERA and participated in some level of training. The principals 
and evaluators said that when the act initially was passed, they either skimmed through it or read 
it in its entirety. They reported that resources were provided on legislation and evaluation 
through the state website; via the PEAC committee; and from law firms, professional 
associations they belong to, regional education offices, and private sources. Both districts have a 
written procedure for principal evaluation that includes a timeline with due dates for all 
components. These procedures and related documents are included in a performance evaluation 
packet that is printed and can be accessed electronically. After completing my document review 
of the timelines and due dates, both districts were determined to be compliant with PERA on 
paper. In addition, PERA calls for the evaluation system to be modeled using a research-based 
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rubric for leadership standards. Prairie View and Spring Creek School Districts both utilized the 
IPSSL to align to PERA-specified, professional-practice rubrics. Each rubric clearly lists the 
professional-practice indicators and weights that are set for all components of the evaluation. 
Goals are set for professional and student growth in both districts; that growth accounts for 30% 
of the overall rating. All principals complete a self-assessment, have informal and formal 
observations with feedback, and participate in a formal summative meeting at the end of the 
evaluation cycle. All principals reported that they compile a professional portfolio with evidence 
and artifacts at the request of their evaluator.  
Superintendents and principals in both districts are committed to the process and have a 
sense of shared commitment to working collaboratively for the sake of improvement. They all 
believe strongly in the importance of performance evaluation. The last common finding is that all 
superintendents and principals in this study reported that the process has evolved and is much 
more collaborative than the old evaluation process 
Comparative Findings – Prairie View & Spring Creek 
After completing site visits, interviewing all study participants, and reviewing relevant 
documents, it is clear that the new policy has been implemented by both districts, but the 
implementation process at both sites has yielded different results. Though there are some 
common threads among both districts’ process of evaluating principals, how the new policy was 
implemented and the resources utilized as support were different. Policy mandates alone are not 
enough to reform evaluation efforts in Illinois. Along with policy mandates, a shared 
understanding is needed among implementers as well as resources to support the implementation 
consistently across a district. Any policy can be implemented, as seen in both districts of this 
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study, but results may look quite different in various settings. This comparative summary is not 
intended to showcase one district as better than the other but to highlight that policy mandates 
alone do not always lead to consistent implementation.  
In Chapter 4, an overview of Prairie View School District is presented with perceptions 
from the superintendent and principals. This case was titled Just Short of Compliance and 
Shared Understanding because their written process for principal evaluation did not match actual 
practice, and what was reported by the principals and evaluator did not match. The second case, 
Spring Creek School District, is presented in Chapter 5 and was titled PERA-Compliant and 
Beyond because the written process for principal evaluation and actual practice matched, 
included all aspects of the law, and there was great coherence in the perceptions of the principals 
and evaluator. The comparative analysis is provided in Table 19 and then is further discussed 
within the themes that emerged from this study. The table provides a comparison of the 
perceptions of superintendents and principals from Prairie View and Spring Creek School 
Districts to show both coherence and noncoherence within district and across districts. The 
comparison includes required components as PERA mandated, process, training, and their 
perceptions of the most and least valuable aspects of their evaluation (Performance Evaluation 
Reform Act, 2010).  
Table 19 
 
Comparative Analysis Chart – Perceptions of Superintendents and Principals  
Components  Prairie View 
Superintendent 
Prairie View 
Principals 
Spring Creek 
Superintendent 
Spring Creek  
Principals  
Evaluation tool Written and 
electronic 
Written and 
electronic 
Written and 
electronic 
Written and 
electronic 
 
PERA-compliant  Yes On paper yes, 
in practice no 
Yes Yes 
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Table 19 (cont.) 
Research-based 
rubric  
IPSSL IPSSL IPSSL IPSSL 
 
 
Self-Assessment Considered in 
overall rating  
Not included in 
overall rating 
Included in 
overall rating 
Included in 
overall rating 
 
Goal setting Professional and 
student growth 
written 
collaboratively 
Professional 
and student 
growth decided 
by district 
office  
Organizational, 
professional, 
student growth, 
and VAL ED 
written 
collaboratively 
Organizational, 
professional, 
student growth, 
and VAL ED 
written 
collaboratively 
 
Formal 
observations  
2 with a meeting 
after 
1 with a 
meeting after 
2 with a meeting 
 after 
2 with a meeting 
after 
 
Informal 
observations 
At least 2 with 
written feedback 
1 with email 
feedback 
Weekly with 
feedback in 
person  
Weekly with 
feedback in 
person and some 
written  
 
Feedback Written after 
formal and 
informal, in 
person after 
formal  
Written after 
formal and 
informal, in 
person after 
formal 
Written after 
formal and 
informal that is a 
part of the 
summative. 
Formal in 
person.  
Written after 
formal and 
informal that is 
a part of the 
summative. 
Formal in 
person.  
 
Student growth 
measures 
2 measures  1 measure 2 measures 2 measures 
 
 
Conversations About 5-6 times 
& weekly 
email/call 
3 times  About 8-9 times Every month 
 
 
 
Portfolio/Evidence  Collected and 
considered  
Collected and 
not used  
Collected, 
discussed, and 
included in 
evidence for 
summative  
 
Collected and 
used-no 
discussion 
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Table 19 (cont.) 
Collaborative Yes  Yes Yes Yes  
 
Professional 
Development/ 
Training  
Prior to first 
year, during 
admin meeting; 
1 hour and 
modules 
Prior to first 
year, during 
admin meeting; 
1 hour and 
modules 
PEAC 
committee 
member training 
on site, local 
university 
training, VAL 
ED training  
 
PEAC 
committee 
member training 
on site, local 
university 
training, VAL 
ED training  
 
Most beneficial 
aspect/strength 
Student growth Self-
Assessment 
Student growth 
and  
goal setting, 
collaboration 
Student growth 
and 
self-assessment 
 
 
Least beneficial 
aspect/weakness 
Time  Student growth 
and time  
Need to add 
affirmation and 
personalization  
Nothing and 
time 
 
Tool and Timeline 
Both Prairie View and Spring Creek principals and evaluators reported having a written 
evaluation tool and timeline.  The tool can be accessed digitally or as hard copy. A copy of the 
evaluation template and a completed evaluation were provided to me during the meeting 
interviews for review. The tools and timelines were PERA-compliant, and all participants felt the 
tools and timelines were consistently used and referred to across the district during the process 
(Performance Evaluation Reform Act, 2010). No participant felt any changes needed to be made 
to the tools or timelines. The only point mentioned regarding the tool was that further discussion 
was needed on the ratings and evidence for each component, which they felt was more of a 
professional-development issue rather than a need to address within the tool or timeline. The 
principals from both districts said they were comfortable with the six performance standards for 
school leaders: (a) living a vision and mission focused on results, (b) leading and managing 
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systems change, (c) improving teaching and learning, (d) building and maintaining collaborative 
relationships, (e) leading with integrity and professionalism, and (f) creating and sustaining a 
culture of high expectations. However, they were not comfortable with the difference between 
each rating within the standards. Thus, they have a sense of each standard but not what defines a 
rating of Excellent, Proficient, Needs Improvement, or Unsatisfactory for each standard. The 
need for further training and a shared understanding was expressed by each principal in this 
study.  
Additional and Sustained Professional Development 
Every principal participant who was interviewed talked about the need for sustained 
professional development and training. When a new evaluation system was being put into place 
in Prairie View School District, both the principals and evaluator reported that 1 hour of district 
training was provided as well as the module training from Growth Through Learning-
Teachscape. Both principals from Prairie View felt the implementation training was 
“inadequate” and that there is no sustained professional learning in regards to their evaluations. 
They attend monthly meetings as an administrative team but do not include evaluation as a part 
of the agenda. The principals were eager to have conversation on a more frequent basis about 
evaluation but said they do not give input on agenda topics. The superintendent said further 
training would be given to any new principals who will be hired.  
Spring Creek School District reported that training was provided by a committee that 
included a PEAC member which developed the principal evaluation tool. This committee 
worked on this development task through multiple meeting dates. In addition, a full-day training 
at a local university, a full-day VAL ED training, and monthly discussions as an administrative 
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team occur. All district- and building-level administrators took part in the Teachscape modules 
as well. The principals from Spring Creek felt that they had “adequate” training to implement the 
new process but would like to continue conversations related to each domain of the professional-
practice rubric.  
Though the training looked very different in both districts, all principal participants felt 
they would like additional in-house professional development as a group to address specific 
components of their evaluation process. Because Prairie View had what the principals termed as 
“inadequate” initial training, they would like to have ongoing training and more discussion as a 
team which is centered around evaluation. “We would all be on the same page and see less 
inconsistences across the district if we had time to process as a group” said Principal Smith.  
Shared Understanding of Evaluation Process and Requirements 
The principal evaluation process is PERA-compliant on paper and within the tool and 
timeline published at both school districts (Performance Evaluation Reform Act, 2010). 
Administrators reported that the evaluation process has been consistent from year to year since 
PERA. District leaders and principals all work with these elements: a notification prior to the 
first day of school, a beginning goal-setting meeting, self-assessment, student growth, informal 
and formal observations, written feedback, and an end-of-year summative evaluation meeting. In 
Prairie View, there is a lack of understanding in regards to what informal and formal 
observations are and are not. This lack of understanding is causing some confusion between the 
principals and the evaluator. In turn, the principals reported that they are not PERA-compliant 
because they feel they did not have the two formal observations that are required by PERA. In 
contrast, the superintendent reported that she observed principals three times per cycle and 
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indicated this is compliant. This disagreement was a point of contention among the principals 
and their evaluator during the last cycle. The principals are asking for adherence to the definition 
of a formal observation in PERA: a scheduled observation. They reported that one observation 
had been scheduled, and two observations were informal with no prior scheduling. The 
principals both reported that they felt this discrepancy was because of a lack of continued 
training and conversations. They were confident that this inconsistency would be “fixed” by 
working toward a shared understanding of PERA requirements and definitions.  
In Spring Creek School District, all participants reported a clear understanding of their 
evaluation process, requirements, and terminology related to the process. They each described 
the process, and it was consistent for each principal across the district. The superintendent and 
principals reported spending time during monthly meetings to discuss evaluation topics in order 
to continue this shared understanding. The superintendent and principals of Spring Creek 
reported attending extensive training together so they would come away with the same 
knowledge and be able to work as a “team.”  
Superintendent-Principal Discourse 
All principal participants reported that they have conversations related to their 
performance with their evaluator. The principals were knowledgeable about the performance 
indicators but reported that their evaluator had not explained the indicators well nor had there 
been much conversation at all. All principals reported they had to read the descriptors on their 
own and were having trouble with the difference between a proficient and an excellent 
descriptor. They reported that they had to learn this on their own and still don’t have a clear 
understanding. None of the principals from Prairie View understood how each category rating 
 123 
 
was determined because they lacked an understanding of the descriptors. Principals from both 
school districts stated that additional conversations as a group were needed with their 
superintendent in order to gain a shared understanding of the rubric descriptors for each rating. 
All superintendents and principals identified the need to have time devoted to continued 
discussion related to individual evaluations for feedback and about the process. They each 
stressed the importance of observations involving conversations between each principal and 
evaluator about what the principals see and need and how the district can be supportive. The last 
point that was common among principals was that the principal evaluation process has improved 
conversations surrounding instructional focus, data-driven decisions, and individualized 
professional development in both districts. 
Relationship Building and Trust 
Principals’ relationships with their evaluators impact leadership and the evaluation 
process. The principals in this study spoke of their professional relationship with their 
superintendents. Strong and open relationships between principals and their evaluators are 
particularly important to the success of the new evaluation process. Clifford & Ross (2012), 
share 
Practitioners point out that strong, trusting, and collaborative relationships between 
principals and district office evaluators are especially important to the success of the 
evaluation process, and evaluation systems are more effective when based on clear 
standards and expectations of performance that are aligned with the key goals and needs 
of principals, schools, and districts. (p. 6) 
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When trust is built between principals and their evaluators, the collaborative process becomes a 
coaching opportunity to enable growth. When strong relationships and trust are missing or not 
fully developed between the principal and evaluator, discussion will often remain superficial as 
was the case with Principal Smith and Dr. Jones at Prairie View School District. Principal Smith 
said she was not “comfortable” speaking with Dr. Jones about the difference between formal and 
informal observations and the need for additional growth measures to be included in the student 
growth portion of the district evaluation process. Developing open and trusting relationships 
prior to the evaluation process will open up dialogue related to continuous improvement of the 
process and leadership skills.  
Superintendent-Principal Collaboration – Need for More Face Time  
All superintendents and principals reported that the evaluation process is collaborative in 
nature and that they spend time writing and talking about professional goals. Prairie View 
principals did not feel the student-growth goals were fully collaborative in nature because the 
data were given to them, and the goal area was selected for them. They did say that the actual 
goal writing was collaborative and involved discussion. Principals have had an opportunity to 
provide input to their evaluation through a self-assessment, and this is part of their final 
summative rating. They expressed that being able to provide this information to their evaluator 
and to talk about it were important parts of the process. The principals all were asked to keep a 
portfolio of evidence, and all felt it wasn’t used. The superintendents reported that the evidence 
provided by the principals is utilized as a factor in the final rating, but little time was spent 
talking about it. Both principals and evaluators would like this component of the evaluation 
process to be more collaborative.  Every superintendent and principal expressed that the 
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evaluation process is time-consuming, as are the other responsibilities of their job, but each one 
would like additional face time with his/her evaluation counterpart to talk about improving as an 
instructional leader and increasing student achievement. The principals felt that their district 
leader’s input and feedback has been valuable and well-respected but would like more time to 
collaborate and talk face-to-face about improvement.  
Student Growth – Let’s Raise the Bar 
Every principal and evaluator stated that the student-growth component of evaluation is 
very valuable and important. The principals from Prairie View felt that it was the least valuable 
component because they didn’t have buy-in to their goals because the goal area was selected for 
them by the assistant superintendent. Both principals from Prairie View School District reported 
that the goal that was set was so easy that it was not challenging, and they knew they would 
attain the growth because the bar was set “so low.” Prairie View principals also reported that by 
law they should be using two measures, and they only use one student-growth measure because 
the district is lacking achievement data for students. The principals in Spring Creek reported that 
student growth is the most important part of their evaluation. Principal Bailey stated that in Year 
1,  
student growth was set lower so we would feel success. In Year 2, Dr. Wells raised the 
bar a little more so we would seek a more challenging growth target. I am hoping that the 
next evaluation cycle will bring more rigorous growth targets. 
Consistency of Implementation   
This comparison is not meant to imply that one district’s implementation was better than 
the other but to show that pushing down mandates and policy from the top of an educational 
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organization does not lead to a shared understanding and consistent implementation. The 
principal evaluation reform efforts elicited change for the better in districts as reported by all 
participants, but the implementation in Case 1 was more policy-driven procedural changes that 
did not bring about a shared understanding. This lack of understanding results from limited 
training and conversation related to the evaluation process. The principals reported that they 
weren’t a part of the development process, so they have limited understanding about why certain 
components were selected or what they truly mean. The participants in the second case spent 
many hours training as a team and devoted time every month to the topic of evaluation which 
they believed led to a shared understanding and consistency in implementation.  
Resources 
Resources to support implementers were made available to the participants at the state, 
regional, and district levels regarding PERA principal evaluation mandate in Illinois. The state 
superintendent provided newsletter briefs regarding the policy and timelines for implementation. 
The ISBE dedicated a page on its website to resource links about research and policy 
background. The state board also developed a 32-member committee, PEAC, that was charged 
with developing a model-evaluation process that districts could use or work from when 
developing their own process. PERA required that principal evaluators become qualified, so the 
state provided an online module training that included videos, print resources, and assessments 
(Performance Evaluation Reform Act, 2010). All of these resources were to be accessed prior to 
implementation. The superintendents and principals in this study were all enrolled in the Growth 
Through Learning-Teachscape module for evaluation training that was approved through the 
state of Illinois.  
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At the local level, regional offices of education provided 1- to 2-day workshops to learn 
about the policy, the development of an evaluation tool, and the student-growth component. 
Private entities such as professional-development companies and law firms provided similar 
workshops or information sessions to assist with understanding policy and developing a new 
evaluation system. Districts provided in-house training for the teams, but this training varied 
from district to district. In Prairie View, in-house training lasted for 1 hour, and in Spring Creek, 
a committee was developed and led by an outside expert which met several times over the course 
of 3 months. In addition, Spring Creek administrators have a cabinet meeting once per month at 
which the topic of evaluation is always a part of the agenda.  
Implications for Practice 
We know that principals play a vital role in setting the direction for successful schools 
and that effective leadership skills promote learning and increased student achievement (S. Davis 
et al., 2005; Hattie, 2009; Leithwood & Jantzi, 2005). Consequently, districts should place 
greater emphasis on how principal leadership is measured and evaluated. As highlighted in this 
study and confirmed by the literature, principal evaluation systems have been known to be 
inconsistent and ineffective instruments of the past.  To remedy this, recent policy mandates have 
been enacted in states across the nation to improve evaluation of both teachers and principals. It 
is imperative that reform initiatives continue and are supported at the state and district level. 
Support includes initial training, follow-up, and retraining efforts. “The purpose of a quality 
principal evaluation is to support the principal’s growth and development while simultaneously 
holding him or her accountable for student success (Stronge, 2013 p. 8). We know from the 
research that the principal of a school plays an important role in developing quality schooling. 
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The bridge between research and practice takes time to build, but our efforts need to continue to 
provide sound evaluation feedback to principals, and research and practice efforts need to 
continue in the future. Often, when mandates are implemented, they are in the forefront of our 
minds, and as time goes on, new mandates take their place. We need to change this and to have a 
continued future focus on principal evaluation. John Hattie (2009) found that the typical effect of 
school leadership on increased student achievement was nearly twice that of class size. Our 
efforts need to continue supporting the development of our school leaders.  
In addition, the evaluation-implementation process should be reviewed regularly by 
principals and evaluators to ensure there is a shared understanding and purpose. Mills (2003) 
said that sensemaking is imperative because it is the central site where meaning materializes, 
identities develop, and action begins. Superintendents and principals in this study all agreed that 
evaluation is an important process that works to build relationships and trust between both 
involved parties. It also encourages regular conversation and feedback on leadership and 
continual improvement. The process requires more time and interaction between superintendents 
and principals than it’s been given in the past. Weick, Sutcliffe, and Obstfeld (2005) asked and 
answered the question, “Are shared beliefs and understanding a necessary condition for 
organized action?” Through years of research they found, “When information is distributed 
among numerous parties, each with a different impression of what is happening, the cost of 
reconciling these disparate views is high, so discrepancies and ambiguities in outlook persist” (p.  
418). The amount of time and effort needed to develop a shared understanding is great, but a 
team approach will bring about a more consistent implementation.  
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As educators, we must recognize the role of professional development and growth in 
bringing about effective change to our current principal evaluation systems. Policymakers and 
educators need to think about reform efforts as part of a long-term plan for change and not as a 
simple fix that will happen overnight (Datnow et al., 2002). Sustained training is needed if our 
efforts are to continue and to bring about the intended outcomes we desire. We know that 
research shows that intensive, ongoing professional opportunities for training lead to an increase 
in consistent practice and also improvements in student achievement (Hattie, 2009).  
Superintendents and principals being engaged in professional growth together is a key element in 
developing a shared understanding and collaborative relationship. Making large shifts and 
sustainable change in the practice of principal evaluation is an ongoing process, and it takes time 
to implement and reflect on these new practices.  
Recommendations  
The findings of this study highlight the needs of principals and their evaluators regarding 
support for policy-implementation mandates specific to PERA and principal evaluation.  As we 
know from the research, great schools exist because of great leaders, and leadership is second 
only to classroom instruction (Leithwood et al., 2004). While it is important to keep in mind that 
school leadership is essential, principals create conditions that encourage great teaching, and 
superintendents also play a role in the development of schools by evaluating principals to support 
them in their efforts to become even better leaders.  
PERA became law in January, 2010 and had an implementation date of September 1, 
2012 for new principal evaluation policy and systems and a date of 2016 for new teacher-
evaluation policy and systems for most districts in Illinois. The timeline to learn and implement 
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the policy for principals was condensed and rushed. The timeline for teachers offered more time 
to learn, understand, develop, and implement. Since principals are important to the success of a 
school and we want the best and the brightest leading our schools, we should not be rushed to 
implement through short timelines. A recommendation for legislators for future new policy is to 
develop a longer timeline so that implementers have ample time to make sense of and understand 
before developing and implementing. Regarding PERA’s short timeline, this study highlights the 
resulting inconsistency between two sites in terms of shared understanding and consistency of 
implementation for the principal evaluation process.  
As reported in this study, another result of the short PERA timeline is that principals were 
aware of the IPSSL standards that are the foundation that their evaluation process is built upon 
but were unaware of the descriptors for each standard. Every principal spoke of the need for 
additional understanding of the ratings associated with each standard and descriptor. Also 
reported in this study, none of the principals from Prairie View were involved in the 
development of the evaluation process and documents, but the principals and evaluators at 
Spring Creek developed a process collaboratively. Roberts (2003) found that involving 
stakeholders in the process of creating evaluation tools can provide increased benefits such as 
better employee attitude, increased understanding of the process, and reduced perception of 
bias/favoritism. Involving principals in the process would increase principals’ and evaluators’ 
understanding of the expectations of the process and help to develop shared knowledge of policy 
mandates and a deeper understanding of how the process aligns to their leadership practices. 
To develop a deep understanding of the policy components, professional development 
must be provided at all levels: state, regional, and local. This training would assist in developing 
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a mutual understanding of all parties involved in principal evaluation. Training cannot stand 
alone and only be supported at the early stages of development and implementation. Follow-up 
training is essential to develop and refine a new process and also to provide an avenue to further 
develop leadership skills. Differentiation of training should be considered as a new process is 
implemented and we observe varied levels of summative evaluation outcomes. Principal 
leadership is paramount to the success of a school. If a rating of Needs Improvement or 
Unsatisfactory is earned, in-depth training related to professional-development plans linked to 
evaluation is needed.  
The last recommendation is directed toward legislators and the need for accountability 
measures during an implementation process. Often, the accountability element is to document the 
development of a mandate and submit written documentation at a state or regional level. The 
paper evaluation document is important to show that an evaluation process was developed, but 
how would legislators know that the process has been put into practice? Of course. a requirement 
of maintaining evaluation polices in the district and evaluation manuals is a must, but they too 
should be submitted to the regional office of education for compliance review. Additionally, an 
on-site review of a new process would assist in policy compliance and consistency. For example, 
in this study’s first site, we saw that on paper the evaluation appeared compliant with the new 
law, but when speaking with the principals, compliance with the requirement for two formal 
observations followed up with written feedback did not occur, and only one student-growth 
measure was implemented instead of the two measures that appeared on the paperwork. An audit 
by the state of a sample of schools through site visits would assist in ensuring compliance in 
implementation phases of new policies. 
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Conclusion  
This case study offers implications for school districts along with recommendations for 
school leaders and policymakers who seek to better understand the implementation of new policy 
mandates in schools. In support of the findings from this research, evaluators have the greatest 
potential to influence principal behaviors and, in turn, improve student achievement. Due to 
federal and state programs such as RTTT and PERA and given the need to improve our schools 
and learning opportunities of students, principal evaluation has emerged as a primary function in 
the education reform movement. In summary, the process of developing and implementing a new 
principal evaluation plan has great potential when it is based on the implementers’ shared 
understanding, sustained professional development, and consistency in implementation. 
Improvement of schools starts with improvement of school leaders. Policy mandates intended to 
revamp principal evaluation have been much needed, but adequate supports at the state and 
district level are needed with follow-up to ensure consistent practices are being followed across 
all school districts in the state. High-quality performance evaluation of principals should be the 
standard, not the exception.  
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APPENDIX A 
 
PARTICIPANT RECRUITMENT LETTER 
 
U N I V E R S I T Y  O F  I L L I N O I S  
A T  U R B A N A - C H A M P A I G N  
 
 
Department of Education Policy, Organization  
and Leadership 
 
College of Education 
351 Education Building 
1310 South Sixth Street 
Champaign, IL  61820 
 
Dear Superintendent: 
 
My name is Kathleen (Motykowski) Robinson and I am currently a doctoral candidate in the 
Department of Educational Policy, Organization and Leadership working with Dr. Anjalé 
Welton at the University of Illinois, Urbana-Champaign. Dr. Welton and I are conducting a 
research project that focuses on school principals/principal evaluators and how they make sense 
of and construct meaning of new processes imbedded in principal evaluation, as outlined in 
PERA. In turn, the study further examines Illinois school districts and how these individual 
perceptions and district resources or structures support the effort to implement a new 
performance-based evaluation system of principals including professional practice, performance 
indicators/measures of student growth, and self-assessment. The importance of the principal’s 
role in improving teaching and learning has never been greater than today, which leads to many 
questions about how our new Illinois principal performance evaluation process is understood and 
is being implemented in school districts. Therefore, it is important to document how principals 
are being evaluated aligned to PERA regulations and how they are supported in the evaluation 
process.  
 
I am currently employed as Assistant Superintendent for Instruction in a community in the 
southwest suburbs of Chicago. Additionally, I have held the positions of assistant principal and 
principal for several years during which my experiences have contributed to my area of interest 
for this research study. I have completed coursework through the University of Illinois opening 
my eyes to new reform efforts that impact what is happening in our classrooms and schools 
across the nation. Research has been completed in the past on principal evaluation, but with 
recent changes requiring Illinois school districts to revamp their process to meet all of the 
requirements as outlined in the Performance Evaluation Reform Act, I am eager to study how 
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principals and their evaluators understand the process, make sense of the new process, and what 
district resources support the implementation process.  
 
Principal Evaluation – Making Sense and Constructing Meaning of New Processes is a 
research project with the intended purpose of understanding how school principals and their 
evaluators in Suburban Illinois elementary school districts understand, make sense and 
implement the new evaluation process. Based on your school’s geographical location and 
classification as a suburban district outside of a large city, your school has been identified as one 
that nicely fits my targeted area of study. I am an educator and fully understand that your time is 
precious and you hold a position in which your time is very limited. I am willing to do whatever 
it takes to accommodate you and in this process. I can meet with you at your convenience at a 
location of your choice to further explain the study. I believe that this study can have meaningful 
implications for school leaders and their evaluators and I hope that you agree. I am seeking to 
interview 2-4 principals/principal evaluators in your district to be included in my research study 
during the summer months. I believe that your work with the Performance Evaluation Advisory 
Council will provide great insight into this field of study. If you and a few of your building 
administrators are willing to participate in this study and to be interviewed by me, please 
respond via email at krobinson@homerschools.org or by phone at 708-226-7612. Interviews 
will last approximately 60-90 minutes in length.  
 
Again, if you have any questions about this study, please contact me by email or by phone. In 
addition, you may contact my university advisor Dr. Anjalé Welton, at ajwelton@illinois.edu or 
by phone at 217-333-0084. If you have any questions about your rights as a participant in this 
study, please contact the University of Illinois Institutional Review Board via phone at 217-333-
2670 (collect call accepted in you identify yourself as a research participant) or by email at 
irb@illinois.edu. The Institutional Review Board is the office at University of Illinois 
responsible for protecting the rights of human subjects involved in studies conducted by 
University of Illinois researchers. 
  
We thank you for your consideration of this request.  
 
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
 
 
Kathleen M. (Motykowski) Robinson  
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APPENDIX B 
Semi-Structured Principal and Principal Evaluator Protocol 
 
Principal Evaluation – Making Sense and Constructing Meaning of New Processes 
 
Date:  _______________________________________________________________________ 
 
School: ______________________________________________________________________ 
 
Participant (Title and Pseudonym): ________________________________________________ 
 
Interviewer: __________________________________________________________________ 
 
Documents Obtained: ___________________________________________________________ 
  
Post-Interview Comments/Lead Notes: _____________________________________________ 
 
Introductory Protocol  
 
To facilitate note taking, I would like to audio record our conversation today. Please sign the 
release form. For your information, only researchers on the project will be privy to the 
recordings, which will eventually be destroyed after they are transcribed. In addition, you must 
sign a form developed to meet our human subject requirements. Essentially, this document states 
that (1) all information will be held confidential, (2) your participation is voluntary and you may 
stop at any time if you feel uncomfortable, and (3) I do not intend to inflict any harm. Thank you 
for agreeing to participate.  
 
I have planned for this interview to last approximately 60-90 minutes. During this time, I have 
several questions that I would like to explore. If time begins to run short, it may be necessary to 
interrupt you in order to push ahead and complete this line of questioning. One follow-up 
interview will be scheduled prior to the end of today’s session.  
 
Before launching into the interview questions aimed at the specific research questions, each 
participant will be asked to share their background, experience, and training. 
 
Introduction: You have been selected to speak with me today because you have been identified as 
a suburban school district superintendent, principal evaluator, or principal who has a great deal 
to share about the principal evaluation process. My research project is aimed at understanding 
how superintendents, principal evaluators, and principals make sense of and construct meaning 
about new criteria and processes in principal evaluation as outlined in PERA. In turn, the study 
further examines Illinois school districts and how these individual perceptions and district 
resources or structures impact the effort to implement a new performance-based evaluation 
system of principals including professional practice, performance indicators/measures of student 
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growth, and self-assessment. Please provide information about your background in education, 
your experience, and any specific training you have had that support you in your current role. 
 
Interviewee Background 
    1. How long have you been in your current position? 
    2. How long have you been a district-level or building-level administrator? 
    3. How long have you been in education? 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
Interview questions for Superintendents/Principal Evaluators  
 
1. Please describe the process of your evaluation, including approximate timelines of the 
process. (For principals) 
 
Probes: 
Do you, or does someone else in your district, explain the process to principals including 
all evaluation components that will be included?   Does this occur on a yearly basis? 
 
2. Does the process include documents or specific paperwork? (If the process includes 
paperwork, the researcher will request copies of the documents). 
 
3. What are the components of your evaluation process for principals? 
 
Probes:  Is your evaluation process PERA-compliant?  
Is a research-based rubric used as a part of the evaluation? 
 
4. Is the evaluation’s process the same every year, or does it vary? Explain. Is that helpful? 
Explain? Should it vary? Explain. 
 
5. Would you like to see one or more other criteria added to your evaluation? Are there 
time-consuming parts of the principal’s job that are not evaluated? Please explain.  
 
6. Have you given principals the opportunity to participate in developing the criteria and 
component weights upon which their final evaluation rating is based?  
 
7. What kind of conversations take place between you and the principal before, during, and 
after the evaluation takes place? 
  
8. Did you/do you need to provide some professional development opportunities to enable 
principals understand the evaluation process and all components? Explain with examples. 
  
Probes:  Can you specifically describe any external or internal supports that are provided 
to your principals to assist them in fully understanding the evaluation process you use 
and/or PERA requirements? 
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9. Is goal setting a part of the evaluation process? Are the goals/objectives provided to you 
or selected by you? 
 
10. Do principals have a say in what they will do in the coming year as a result of your yearly 
evaluation? 
 
11. What performance measures are used for evaluation? 
   
12. Are the performance measures aligned to professional standards? 
 
13. Are the performance measures based on other state, district, or school goals? 
 
14. How do you monitor the progress of principals on meeting their goals throughout the 
year? 
 
15. What kind of professional practice or achievement evidence is gathered to be used as a 
basis of principal evaluation? Are you satisfied that that part of the evaluation is carried 
out well? Explain.  
 
16. Please explain if and how self-assessment is included in the evaluation process. 
   
17. How is student growth included in the evaluation process?  
  
18. Do you provide information or feedback to the principals as part of the evaluation 
process? How often? 
 
19.  Do you provide the information or feedback formally on the evaluation document, or are 
there times you provide informal feedback?  If so, is this included in the overall rating of 
each principal?  
 
20. Does the evaluation process enter into discussions during administrative meetings of all 
or groups of the principals with the superintendent? Explain and give examples. 
 
21. How much time do you spend with the principals on a weekly basis? 
 
Post-Interview Discussion/Comments  
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________ 
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Interview questions for Principals 
 
1. Please describe the process of your evaluation, including approximate timelines of the 
process. 
 
Probes: 
Who explains this process to principals including all evaluation components that will be 
included?   Does this occur on a yearly basis? Describe your experience of being 
evaluated as an elementary principal. 
 
2. Does the process include documents or specific paperwork? (If the process includes 
paperwork, the researcher will request copies of the documents). 
 
3. What are the components of your evaluation process for principals? 
 
Probes:  Is your evaluation process PERA-compliant?  
Is a research-based rubric used as a part of the evaluation? 
 
4. Is the evaluation’s process the same every year, or does it vary? Explain. Is that helpful? 
Explain? Should it vary? Explain. 
 
5. Would you like to see one or more other criteria added to your evaluation? Are there 
time-consuming parts of your job that are not evaluated? Please explain. 
  
6. Have you been given the opportunity to participate in developing the criteria and 
component weights upon which the final evaluation rating is based?  
 
7. What kind of conversations take place between you and your evaluator before, during, 
and after the evaluation takes place?  
 
8. Did you participate in any professional development opportunities to enable you 
understand the evaluation process and all components? Explain with examples.  
 
Probes:  Can you specifically describe any external or internal supports that are provided 
to you to assist in fully understanding the evaluation process you use and/or PERA 
requirements? 
 
9.  Is goal setting a part of the evaluation process? Are the goals/objectives provided to you 
or selected by you? 
 
10. Do you have a say in what you will do in the coming year as a result of your yearly 
evaluation? 
 
11. What performance measures are used for evaluation?   
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12. Are the performance measures aligned to professional standards? 
 
13. Are the performance measures based on other state, district, or school goals? 
 
14. How do you monitor your progress on meeting your goals throughout the year? 
 
15. What kind of professional practice or achievement evidence is gathered to be used as a 
basis of your overall rating? Are you satisfied that that part of the evaluation is carried 
out well? Explain.  
 
16. Please explain if and how self-assessment is included in the evaluation process.  
  
17. How is student growth included in the evaluation process?   
 
18. Are you provided timely feedback from your evaluator as part of the evaluation process? 
How often? 
 
19. Does the evaluation process enter into discussions during administrative meetings of all 
or groups of the principals with the superintendent? Explain and give examples. 
 
20. How much time does your evaluator spend with you on a weekly basis? 
 
21. What is the most beneficial aspect of your evaluation process? 
 
22. What is the least beneficial aspect of your evaluation process? 
 
23. Do you believe the information gathered is an accurate reflection of the work you do as a 
principal? 
 
24. Is there any additional information you would like to share about the evaluation process 
that these questions have not elicited? 
 
Post-Interview Discussion/Comments  
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________ 
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APPENDIX C 
PARTICIPANT CONSENT FORM 
School Personnel Consent Form for Participation in Research Study 
        Title:  Principal Evaluation -Making Sense and Constructing Meaning of New Processes 
        Principal Investigator: Kathleen M. (Motykowski) Robinson 
        Other Investigators on Research Team: Dr. Anjale Welton 
 
Introduction 
I am currently conducting a research project that focuses on principal evaluation in 
Illinois Suburban elementary school districts. I am seeking to understand how principals 
and their evaluators make sense, construct meaning of the process and what supports, if 
any, assist in the implementation process of the new evaluation process as outlined by 
PERA. 
 
Why is the study being completed? 
The research study is being conducted with the intended purpose of understanding how 
principals and their evaluators in Suburban Illinois elementary schools make sense, 
construct meaning, and implement the new Illinois Evaluation System aligned to the 
Performance Evaluation Reform Act. This study will look at how the understanding and 
sensemaking is linked to external/internal resources or supports within school districts. 
 
What are the study procedures?  What will I be asked to do? 
If you agree to take part in this study, you will be asked to be interviewed in a private and 
secure location of your choice. You will also be assigned a pseudonym that will be used 
in any presentations or publications related to this study. Interviews will be semi-
structured in nature, last approximately 60-90 minutes, and participants will be 
interviewed two or three times during the study. With your consent, interviews will be 
audio recorded. 
 
What are the risks or inconveniences of the study? 
We believe that there are minimal risks associated with this research. Your participation 
in this study is voluntary and confidential, which means that you can contact the Principal 
Investigator to withdraw from the study at any time. Only the investigators listed above 
will engage in conducting interviews. You have the right to decline to be audio recorded 
during interviews and can opt for the investigator to only take notes during interviews. 
 
What are the benefits of the study? 
The importance of the principal's role in improving teaching and learning has never been 
greater than today, which leads to many questions about how our new Illinois principal 
 156 
 
performance evaluation process is understood and is being implemented in school 
districts. Therefore, it is important to document how principals are being evaluated 
aligned to PERA regulations and how they are supported in the evaluation process. The 
benefits of this research project to the subjects include an increased     awareness of the 
requirements of PERA and what internal/external resources or supports can be made 
available to assist in the principal evaluation process becoming a meaningful process in 
developing leadership amongst principals. 
 
 
Will I receive payment for my participation? Are there costs to participate? 
You will not receive payment for participation. There are no costs to participate. 
 
How will my personal information be protected? 
Every protection will be taken to safeguard your identity as a participant in this study. 
The research team will oversee all data safety monitoring. Pseudonyms will be given to 
all participants in the interview transcripts, and no personally identifiable information 
will be utilized for publication purposes (scholarly journal articles, professional reports, 
a doctoral dissertation, and conference 
presentations). The data collected from interviews (audio files and transcripts) will be kept 
on a secure password-protected servers and only be stored in a locked filing cabinet in the 
Principal Investigator's office. The Principal Investigator, Kathleen Motykowski, will be 
the only person who will have access to the key for the locked filing cabinet. 
 
Can I stop participating in the study and what are my rights? 
You do not have to participate in this study if you choose not to do so. If you agree to be 
in the study, but change your mind at a later date, you may contact the Principal 
Investigator to withdraw from the study at any time. Any data you contributed (audio 
files, interview transcripts, evaluation documents) will be destroyed once you withdraw 
from the study. 
 
Who do I contact if I have questions about the study? 
If you have any questions about this study, please contact me, Kathleen (Motykowski) 
Robinson at krobinson@homerschools.rog or by phone at 708-226-7612 or my university 
advisor, Dr. Anjale Welton at ajwleton@illinois.edu or by phone at 217-333-0084. If you 
have any questions about your rights as a participant in this study, please contact the 
University of Illinois Institutional Review Board via phone at 217-333-2670 (collect calls 
accepted if you identify yourself as a research participant) or email at irb@illinois.edu. 
 
Documentation of Consent 
I have read this form and decided that I will participate in the project described above. Its 
general purposes, the particulars of involvement, possible hazards, and inconveniences 
have been explained to my satisfaction. I understand that I can withdraw at any time.  
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My signature also indicates that I have received a copy of this consent form. 
 
Print Name____________________________________________________________________ 
  
Participant's Signature___________________________________________________________ 
  
Date__________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Print Name___________________________________________________________________ 
 
Investigator’s Signature__________________________________________________________ 
 
Date__________________________________________________________________________ 
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APPENDIX D  
Document Review Protocol 
 
1. Gather relevant texts. 
2. Develop an organization and management scheme. 
3. Make copies of the originals for annotation. 
4. Assess authenticity of documents. 
5. Explore documents. 
6. Explore background information (e.g., tone, style, purpose). 
7. Ask questions about documents (e.g., Who produced it? Why? When? Type of data?). 
8. Explore content. 
 
